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Preface
This book is based on a series of sermons on Revelation preached at Tamworth Baptist
Church during 2015.
It was a real privilege to explore this amazing book with the church and to gain real insights
into the person of God, the work and triumph of Jesus, the church, the world and how God
continues to work His purposes out and will bring things to a wonderful conclusion.
There are many different approaches to, and understandings of, this book and – as you will
see – I have chosen a certain path in this sermon series. It is the path which I believe to be
true but my hope and prayer is that, even if you see Revelation differently, there will be
things here which encourage, challenge and bless you.
I consulted a lot of different resources when preparing these sermons but one which I found
particularly helpful was G K Beale’s Shorter Commentary on Revelation published by
Eerdmans in 2015.
I didn’t actually preach four of the sermons in the series, they were taken by colleagues for
which I am grateful. So the sermons for those included in this book were written by me
specifically for inclusion here.

1 Introduction to Revelation
1.1 How should we think about this book?
1.1.1

What the book is (Rev 1:1-2)

The revelation from Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon
take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testifies to
everything he saw—that is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. (Revelation
1:1–2)
The book is introduced as the “Revelation of / from Jesus Christ” – so it is speaking about
who Jesus is, what he has done and what he will do.
This revelation was given to John by God so that he could pass it on to God’s servants.
God used an angel to deliver the message to John who wrote down what he saw and heard.
1.1.2

Authorship (Rev 1:9)

I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance
that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the
testimony of Jesus. (Revelation 1:9)
The book was written by a person called John, someone who identified himself as a brother
and fellow-sufferer – so we get the idea of a church being persecuted, a church which needs
to be encouraged, a church which needs to be prepared to endure.
John, himself, had been banished to the Isle of Patmos for what he was saying about God
and Jesus. From there he is given visions and commissioned to write letters to the “seven
churches”
1.1.3

To the seven churches (Rev 1:11)

The churches addressed were in real places coping with different issues and situations. They
were located in modern-day Turkey and the order of the letters correspond to the order one
would sensibly visit them. So an individual, or group of people, could have gone on a
journey visiting each town in turn and reading the letter to them – reflecting on their own
situation and hearing what was going on in other churches.
These churches were in real places coping with different issues and situations.
Some were doing ok, some were not living up to what God expected of them
Revelation is a pastoral letter written to the churches as an encouragement to them to
persevere – confident of God’s final victory and their blessing.
The whole letter – not just chapters 2&3 – is for each church to hear and take into account.

1.1.4

Outline of the book

The diagram above summarises the way in which the book of Revelation will be preached in
this series:












It starts with Chapter 1 which introduces the players and the churches with a particular
emphasis on Jesus
Chapters 2-3 which contain individual letters to the churches
At the beginning of chapter 4 John is invited up into heaven where he sees some
amazing things with chapters 4 & 5 being in the throne room of God where the
supremacy of God and the death and resurrection of Jesus is recognised and worshipped
Then the bulk of the book is giving insight and explanation into what is going on - both
at the time the letter was written and throughout all history up to the present day and
beyond
There are a number of different representations of church history from chapter 6 up to
chapter 20 which culminates in the final judgment of the world and the victory of God
o 7 seals, trumpets, visions, bowls, the millennium
o All covering the same period of history but looking at it from slightly different
perspectives
o And this is not something everyone agrees with but how we will be looking at the
book – and as we work through it we will have a chance to see whether this
approach makes sense!
This is followed by the new creation where God and Jesus live with their people and an
epilogue which calls on God’s people to be faithful as they wait for everything to be
completed
And we’re going to be looking at all of these in more detail over the next few months.

But we do it not just because it’s a fascinating book and well worth understanding – but
rather because it provides some deep insight into what God is doing, into who Jesus is and
what he has done, into how the world works, some of the reasons for persecution and how
Christians should cope with that, and how God will bring everything to completion.

These are all vital things for us to understand better and we’re going to try and do that as
we work through the book.

1.2 Understanding Revelation






A reminder that these are pastoral letters – they were meant to be understood by the
people to whom John was writing and be a source of comfort and encouragement to
them
But they are a genre of literature known as “apocalyptic” which was well understood by
people in John’s day but less so in ours – one of the reasons why understanding it can be
a challenge. But less of a challenge once we understand some of the characteristics of
this type of literature
Many references to the OT – and understanding that and making use of that is
important for understanding.

Recognising the genre as apocalyptic is important:
1. Much of what John wrote is what he saw or heard in visions and – just like we
sometimes experience things in dreams which seem very strange so John did so here
2. The images used are powerful – and designed to be so. They are speaking of big,
important and significant events.
3. In general, the images are not to be taken literally. Rather we need to try and
understand what they are implying
a. Rev 1:16 has a vision of a man with a “sharp, double-edged sword” coming out of
his mouth. This shouldn’t be taken literally but rather the sword should be seen
as a sword of judgment and the fact that it is coming out of the man’s mouth
shows that there is a proclamation of judgment followed by the act itself
b. Rev 7:4 speaks of 144,000 being sealed from all the tribes of Israel – but I will
suggest that this actually relates to the entire church throughout history
4. The visions are recorded in the order they were seen – not necessarily in chronological
order. This has a number of implications:
a. Sometimes events are recorded out of sequence and we need to be alert to that
b. At a high level – chapters 1-11 and 12-22 are two accounts of the same thing
with 12-22 going into more detail in specific areas
To really understand Revelation, we need to understand some of the references it is making.
It is as though John had his visions and then recorded them in a way which used OT imagery
and writing to frame what he was saying. So we’ll continually be mining the Old Testament
for further context.
Picking up on the example we used when talking about apocalyptic



Rev 1:16 has sharp, double-edged sword
Derived from Isaiah 11:4 – which is in a passage speaking about how a descendant of
David will arise, will have the Spirit of God resting on him and will judge with
righteousness and with justice and slay the wicked





And modified (rod->sword) in Isaiah 49:2 where the prophet is speaking about the one
whom God has called to be his servant and to bring salvation to the ends of the earth
and to whom those in authority will bow down
And these are all seen in Jesus and implicit in this reference in Rev 1:16

So we need to approach the book as it is – full of visions and images and references to other
scripture – and try and understand it as it was meant to be understood.
A difficult challenge for people living in a very different culture where some of the allusions
and references won’t be as obvious as they would have been to the first hearers and
readers. But a challenge which I believe is worthwhile as it speaks powerfully to our
understanding of God and what is going on around us.
To finish up this evening let’s look ahead to where we are going (in Revelation 22:1-7) –
recognising we won’t actually reach there for some time!
Words of hope, words of promise, words of our future








The source of life – depicted as a river – flowing clear without any stain or impurity –
from the throne of God to his people (Rev 22:1)
The river flows through the middle of the city (Rev 22:2) which is where God and
Jesus will be living with their people (Rev 22:3)
The tree of life returns (Rev 22:2). Last seen in the Garden of Eden, referenced in Rev
2:7 and now bringing fruit and blessing to the people
Promises of healing and restoration and freedom from the curse which has plagued
humanity since the fall (Rev 22:2-3)
We will see the face of God, we will be marked out as his people (Rev 22:4)
Night will be gone – all sense of darkness and sin and suffering will be over – as we
bask in the light of the purity of God. (Rev 22:5)
And we shall reign and rule with God forever (Rev 22:5)

This is the future picture to which Revelation builds – this is the future towards which
church history is travelling, this is what is in store for us as people of God.
And Jesus says “Look I am coming soon” (Rev 22:7)
Christ continually and continuously comes to his people to bless, to challenge, to encourage
– but there is a climax, there is an end when he will come in power and in judgment to make
everything right again – and this is what we wait for.
We don’t know what “soon” here actually means in terms of “when” but we are called to
live in the expectation of his return and to seek to keep the words of the prophecies found
in this book.
And so as we journey through this book together we will gain insights as to how God is
expecting us to live as we wait for the return of his Son and that time when we will see him

face-to-face. And we will also be encouraged that God is in control – whatever seems to be
going on around us.

1.3 The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Rev 1:9-20)
Imagine what it must have been like for John




Sent away into exile onto a small island for his faith in Jesus
Remembering what he knew of God, being concerned about the churches he had left
behind
Feeling alone – maybe feeling afraid, aware that there was little he could do for God,
little he could do for those who were dear to him

And sometimes it can be like that for us – we are aware of friends and churches a long
distance away, sometimes going through really difficult times, and we feel there is little we
can do for them. People who are really struggling and on our hearts, churches we have had
involvement with in the past who may be going through difficult times. And we can feel
separated from them and unable to help.
But then something happens for John:



And suddenly he hears a “loud voice” (Rev 1:10) like a trumpet calling him to new
avenues of service where he can continue to encourage the churches
And he turns around and sees an amazing vision (Rev 1:12-16) – a vision which
caused him to be afraid, a vision which reminded him of the greatness and majesty
of Jesus.

As he saw the seven lampstands (Rev 1:12) his thoughts would have gone back to the
temple where a gold lampstand stood with lights continually burning (Lev 24:1) – to signify
God’s presence among his people. And now there is not one lampstand with seven lamps –
but seven lampstands. And as he finds out later that the lampstands represent the churches
he gets an indication that God’s blessing was reaching out from his people Israel to his
church throughout the world and throughout time.
And he would hardly have had time to register that impression when he saw that among
these lampstands was someone who looked like a man but whose appearance was
frightening and difficult to look at.
And as he saw how this “man” was dressed and some of his features he would have
recognised the similarity with the vision which Daniel had seen hundreds of years previously
(Dan 7:13-14) – where Daniel was given a vision as to what was going to happen in the
world and what was going to happen to God’s people. In that vision (Dan 10-12), Daniel was
warned about the wars and conflicts which were going to trouble the earth, of rulers who
had no thought of God but how it ended with God delivering His people and restoring them
to everlasting life.

And John would have recognised this and understood that they were living in those times –
that this was fulfilling what Daniel had seen. A wonderful reminder to him that God was in
control and working out his purposes.
And as John looked more closely he would have understood more about this person “like a
son of man” (Rev 1:13) – which was a description Jesus often used for himself.




Hair white like snow (Rev 1:14) is taken from the picture of God in Daniel 7:9 –
suggesting that this person was not just a man but God himself
The voice “like a sound of many waters” (Rev 1:15) is taken from another vision of
God – to Ezekiel (Ezekiel 43:2) – another indication of his deity
The sword from his mouth (Rev 1:16) spoke of judgment – as we saw last week and
which we will pick up on again later

And so is it surprising that with such a vision of Jesus as victorious man and all-powerful
God, John feel at his feet in shock and surrender (Rev 1:17) – just as Daniel had done (Daniel
8:17) when confronted with a similar vision?
Have we lost our appreciation of how great and powerful Jesus is? Do we really worship him
as he deserves?
And then in grace and in love Jesus reaches out, touches him and calls him to not be afraid
(Rev 1:17) – and Jesus can offer these words of comfort because of who he is and what he
has done.






That he has always existed and always will exist (Rev 1:17) – again, another
identification with God. God speaks of himself in this way in Isaiah (Is 44:6) where he
is speaking out against idols and showing that they are nothing. And Jesus is making
the same claim that all the false idols which the churches are being encouraged to
worship are nothing and that he alone is worthy of that worship. A lesson for the
churches then, a lesson for the churches today
He is “the Living One” (Rev 1:17) – the only example of life as it is meant to be. He
has gone through death, he has defeated it, he is eternally alive and he holds the
keys to death and hades (where people were thought to go after death). To the
persecuted church – even death needn’t be something to fear as Jesus has gone
through it, has conquered it and holds the keys to it (has authority over it)
He walks among his churches and holds them in his hand (Rev 1:16, 20).

And John is told to write to the churches (Rev 1:19) and explain to them what is going on –
what is really happening in the world and what will happen in the future. And that is what
the rest of the book is about.
But I want us to spend a few minutes thinking about this picture of Jesus, the victorious and
glorified Son of God among the churches.

Is this an image which encourages us or challenges us? I want to suggest that it should be
both – just as many of the symbols in Revelation can be looked at in various ways.
On one hand there is the image of Jesus among the lampstands suggesting that he is in
amongst them, he is close to them, he is aware of what is going on. The imagery extends as
we see that he is holding seven stars in his hand (Rev 1:16) – explained later as the “angels
of the churches” (Rev 1:20), maybe the leaders of the churches, maybe angels who are
tasked with watching over specific congregations. There is a sense of security as Jesus is
near, as he is holding the churches, as he speaks words of peace and comfort and hope – as
he reminds John that he has defeated all the powers of death and that he is powerfully alive
forever. Words of hope and comfort which John and the seven churches and the church
through the ages so desperately needed to hear.
On the other hand there is the image of Jesus among the lampstands suggesting that he is in
amongst them, he is close to them, he is aware of what he is going on. Exactly the same
image but it can be interpreted in a very different way – particularly as we see Jesus
presented as a judge who will judge righteously. And suddenly there is the realisation that
what the church is doing is known to Jesus, he is standing among the churches and he is
aware of what is going on – even the things that we might want to hide and conceal. The
closeness and power of Jesus suddenly raise questions – just as when inspectors come into a
school or someone audits your finances or examines you in some other way. Nothing is
hidden but is open to scrutiny and challenge and, where appropriate, criticism. And I think
this image is important for the churches to hear as well.
From chapter 4 onwards there is little criticism of the churches – the focus is more on the
persecution which the church will experience from outside and how God will bring them
through it to glorious victory. But in chapters 2 & 3 – as we will see in more detail next week
there is encouragement and words of support but there is also strong criticism and warning
as well.
The imagery of Jesus with a sharp sword coming out of his mouth returns in Revelation
19:11, 21 where it signifies how he is going to “strike down the nations”. There it is speaking
of Jesus as the judge of those who oppose him and his people – here I think there is warning
that Jesus may need to judge his church. And we get an explicit example of this in the letter
to the church at Pergamum where Jesus warns that he will come and fight against false
teachers with the sword of his mouth (Rev 2:16)
Jesus is going to be with us as we face difficulties and challenges from the world around us,
he will be victorious and will bring the church to a wonderful future. But he has the right to
speak to his churches and to point out things which are wrong and to call on them to put
things right.
And it is important for us to keep both of these things in mind – that God is with us and
wants to bless us, but he also looks for us to be living and behaving as his people should and
he has strong words for those he don’t.

Let me encourage you to take time this week to reflect on this - to think about what we as a
church are doing right and also where God might want to point things out to us. And next
week we’ll see how the insights of chapters 2 and 3 help us think about this and call us to
act on it.

2 Letters to the churches (Rev 2-3)
These two chapters are unique in the book – most of it is about visions of God and what He
is going to do in the world to usher in his kingdom and to bring his church through suffering
to victory. And there is some of that in these two chapters – but they are also the most
personal, the most direct to the churches and to their situation.
Seven letters to seven churches – words of reminder, words of encouragement, words of
challenge, words of encouragement, promises about the future.
Words which would have been powerfully relevant to the first churches that received them
– and words which are still relevant and important for us to hear today.
They speak of the situations in those local churches hundreds of years ago, they speak of the
situations which the church has faced through the centuries, and they speak of the
situations in which we find ourselves today.
So this evening we are going to look at them briefly – get an idea of how the letters are
structured and the sorts of things they contain. And, as we do so, we will be able to reflect
on how they continue to both a source of encouragement and a source of challenge.

2.1 General Structure
There is a general structure to these letters with a number of sections.
The overall structure in each letter is similar:
1. Christ presents Himself with certain attributes drawn from the vision in chapter 1
that are particularly suitable to the situation of each church, faith in which provides
the basis for overcoming the specific problem faced
2. The situation of each church and the particular challenge(s) it faces are reviewed
3. On the basis of the situation and problem, Christ issues either an encouragement to
persevere in the face of conflict (for faithful churches) or to repent in order to avoid
judgment (for unfaithful churches)
4. Christ then issues a call for the churches to respond by heeding (“hearing”) either
the preceding encouragement or exhortation
5. On the basis of a positive response (= “overcoming”), Christ promises the inheritance
of eternal life with Him, often using language which is developed later in the book.
Note a positive response is required, it is not guaranteed irrespective of how the
churches behave.
Therefore, the flow of each letter climaxes with the promise of inheriting eternal life with
Christ, which is the main point of each letter. What they are experiencing at that present
time may well be incredibly difficult but they are called to persevere with a promise that all
will eventually be well.

2.2 Expanding for Ephesus
2.2.1

Christ presents himself (Rev 2:1)

In these words Christ reminds the church that he holds them in his hand – they are his, not
their own. This sense of being held by Christ can, and should, be a great sense of comfort
but it also carries the idea that they could be put down which seems to be his warning to
this church.
He walks among them, he knows them intimately – there is nothing hidden.
2.2.2

The situation (Rev 2:2-3, 6)

It all starts off sounding very positive:





Christ knew what they were doing, they were working hard and persevering through
difficult times
They could not tolerate wicked people amongst them – we get the idea that they
expected people in their church to behave well and live good & holy lives
They confronted those who claimed to be God’s messengers, found them false and
so removed the threat
They had gone through difficult times for the name of Jesus and hadn’t given up

These are great statements of encouragement – added to which (v6) is that they “hate the
practice of the Nicolaitans” – probably a group of people who taught that idolatry was ok,
that it was alright to worship the goddess Artemis who was the centre of religious focus in
their city.
2.2.3

Warning (Rev 2:4-5)

But then there is a word of disappointment, a word of challenge, a word of warning.
They had forsaken the love they had at first and they had fallen a long way. We are not told
here what this is but it probably relates to giving up on preaching the gospel and sharing
with others the wonderful story of Jesus. In Acts 19 – as we were thinking about a few
weeks ago – we find Paul and others being in Ephesus and this being the base from which
everyone in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord (Acts 19:10)
And it is probable that this – first thing – had stopped and they were no longer so passionate
about spreading the good news of the gospel. They were rather focused on ensuring that
they were right internally and they were keeping the church pure and free from wrong
teaching and bad practice. And Christ commends them for that but tells them it isn’t
enough. The church is intended to be holy and to keep itself pure – but it is intended to do
so for the purpose of being fully involved in bringing God’s message to the world.
The picture of the lampstands – among which Christ was walking – conveys the idea of
giving light, and the churches were to give light to the world and it seems that the one at
Ephesus wasn’t doing so anymore.

And the challenge of Christ (v5) is stark and shocking – if they didn’t change, if they didn’t
get back to what they used to do / what they should be doing then he would remove their
lampstand, they would cease to be a church. Being orthodox, being correct, not tolerating
bad teaching is good but it isn’t enough, isn’t enough to be constituted as a church, a church
which has as its purpose to bring light and life to the world.
2.2.4

Call to respond and promise for the future (Rev 2:7)

And Jesus calls on them to hear and to respond and then gives them a promise.
For those who were victorious in this, for those who responded to his challenge, there was a
future inheritance to look forward to, a future which is seen as being fulfilled in Rev 22:2
when the tree of life provides fruit for food and its leaves are for “the healing of the
nations”. And the church at Ephesus needed to receive that healing for themselves and to
repent and to return to what they had been called to do.
And history tells us that they must have responded positively as Ephesus continued to be an
important Christian centre for hundreds of years.

2.3 Situations and issues in each of the churches
So that’s a brief look at Ephesus but how about the rest of the churches.
The chart on the screen summarises the situation in each church, the issues (if any) they
faced and the warning (where necessary) from Jesus. (If no warning, then the promise)
For each church there is a situation to be aware of (a), for most churches there was an issue
they faced (b) and for each church there is either a warning or a promise (c). We can
summarise these as:
1. Ephesus
a. Orthodox & persevering
b. Loss of “first love” – a call to do the things again they did at first. Possibly
proclaiming the gospel (2:4)
c. Remove the lampstand (2:5)
2. Smyrna
a. Afflicted & persecuted (2:9)
b. (No issue raised)
c. Promise of victory (2:11)
3. Pergamum
a. Faithful even while people were being martyred (2:13)
b. Tolerating false teaching (2:14-15)
c. Fight against the false teachers (2:16)
4. Thyatira
a. Working & serving (2:19)
b. Tolerating idolatry (2:20) – what can that mean for us today? See
Brueggemann quote below

c. Will punish those involved (2:23)
5. Sardis
a. Outward show (3:1)
b. No inward life (3:1)
c. Come to judge with no warning (3:3)
6. Philadelphia
a. Weak but faithful (3:8)
b. (No issue raised)
c. Kept from trial (3:10)
7. Laodicea
a. Misguided – thought they were doing fine but weren’t (3:17-18)
b. Needing restoration – gold, clothes, salve – (3:17-18)
c. To be spat out (3:16)
Idolatry does not have to do with plastic pieces on dashboards but with ideological
commitments which assign our deep loyalties to matters of vested interest. It is now
asserted by many critics of religion that the problem of our time is not atheism but idolatry.
The issue is not that we are nonbelievers but that our belief is assigned to unworthy and
unworkable objects
Walter Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1986), p.56.
For five of the churches there are words of criticism and challenge and warning – only two
are commended for their faithfulness without any criticism at all. And those two are seen by
many as afflicted and persecuted and weak.
And we need to take this seriously, as the proportion may well be rather constant – down
through the centuries and across the world.
We are not responsible for how the churches at Ephesus or Sardis lived – but their examples
and the words of Jesus can – and should – help us to reflect on how we are doing today, in
the churches where we are responsible for how we live out the call of God on our lives.
Do we recognise that this is the church of God, the church for which Jesus died? It is not
ours and we are under his authority and oversight and control.
When we look at these different examples of “being church” where we would see ourselves,
are we ok with that, are there things which we believe God is calling on us to change so that
we can live as his church, his chosen and redeemed people?
Are we called to pray for the church in our nation so that it would return to the things which
Jesus is calling it to be and to do?
And with those thoughts and challenges in mind let’s come and pray.

3 In the throne room (Rev 4)
About seven years ago I was doing some work in the corporate headquarters of my old
company in Cupertino, California. I was working with a group of marketing specialists and
designers to see how we could address the needs of our customer. It was interesting, it was
challenging, it was fun. But even though we were in our corporate headquarters it wasn’t
very impressive to look at – each person had a small cubicle for an office, there were some
fairly plain meeting rooms and that was about it.
And then I managed to take the wrong turn walking from one appointment to another and
ended up in a totally different environment. Suddenly there was a sense of something
rather special – the carpets actually looked like carpets, there were paintings on the walls
and the furniture was significantly better. And I realised that I was getting close to the
offices of our Chief Executive and her senior team. And then I saw a door – and I knew that
beyond that door was where she worked, where all the important and strategic decisions
about our company were taken, where things were discussed that would affect the
hundreds of thousands of employees and the millions of customers which the company had
around the world.
And there was someone guarding the door – which was locked – and it was clear that I
wasn’t going to get an invitation and I was left to wonder exactly what I would have seen,
exactly what it would have been like, if I had managed to talk my way through that door –
the door which separated the reality of my working world from the reality of the working
world of those who ran our company.
And in our reading John sees a door – but this isn’t the door between one part of a
corporate building and another, this is a door which provides access into heaven itself, the
place where God is, the place where he rules over the universe.
And John isn’t left looking at the door wondering what happens the other side – he is invited
in to get a glimpse of what it is like and what is going on (Rev 4:1). And as he is transported,
in the Spirit, into heaven his senses would have been battered with all the things he saw and
heard. And as he looked around and as he listened, he sees echoes of things he has read
about in the history of his people and he starts to piece things together.
Noah was shown a rainbow (Genesis 9:13) and was granted a promise that never again
would the earth and humanity be destroyed – a sign of God’s mercy to his people – and
here there is a rainbow around a throne (Rev 4:3).
When God gave the law to Moses when the people of Israel were at Sinai, there was
thunder and lightning from Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:16) as an indication of the presence of
God at the top of the mountain – and here there is thunder, along with lightning, coming
from a throne (Rev 4:5).

Isaiah had a vision of God (Isaiah 6:1) with mighty angels proclaiming his holiness and in his
vision God was seated on a throne – and in John’s vision there is someone sitting on a
throne with people around that throne proclaiming his holiness (Rev 4:3, 8-11).
Ezekiel was granted an amazing vision of God which included four living creatures each with
four faces (Ezekiel 1:5-10) – one looking like a human being, one like a lion, one like an ox
and the last one like an eagle. And here John sees four living creatures – one like a man, one
like a lion, one like an ox and one like an eagle (Rev 4:6-8).
In Ezekiel’s vision above the creatures was a great crystal expanse (Ezekiel 1:22-26) and
above that was a glorious person seated on a throne. And here there is someone seated on
a throne and in front of it was a sea of glass, like crystal, with the four living creatures, which
represent all living creation, near to the throne (Rev 4:6-8).
Zechariah was given a vision of seven lamps burning brightly (Zechariah 4:2-6) and it was
explained to him that this represented the power and might of the Spirit of God, and here
there were seven torches – representing the Spirit of God - burning before the throne (Rev
4:5).
And Jesus had spoken to his disciples and promised them that, when he was sitting on his
throne, they too would be seated on thrones and judge the twelve tribes of Israel (Matt
19:28). But here there are 24 thrones around a central throne (Rev 4:4) – each with an elder
seated on it, probably representing the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve disciples and
so, together, representing all of God’s people through the ages.
Many, many sounds and sights but all pointing to, and clustered around, a throne on which
someone was sitting.
With all the hints of different encounters and visions from the Old Testament, it should be
no surprise that the one who is seated on the throne, at the centre of it all, is God – and this
is made clear by the continuous words and actions of praise and worship as representatives
of all of creation, representatives of all of God’s people recognise the holiness and greatness
and worthiness of God due to his powerful work in creation.
John is left in no doubt as to who he is seeing and given a clear vision of the power and
authority of God and how that is recognised continuously in heaven.
And this is a vision which John is privileged to see and able to write down for us – to give us
a glimpse through the door, a peek behind the curtain to the real authority and power over
the universe, the one who has always been there, will always be there and is supreme over
all.
But if this is the reality of what is going on – how does it stack up with our experience and
how does it affect things in the world we live in?
I think the first thing to say is that there are many people who do not recognise the
authority and sovereignty of God. And this can happen at multiple levels:







There are people who deny even the existence of God and see power and authority
in themselves or institutions which we have made – the power of the market, the
authority of governments, the influence of focus groups and so forth. For them the
authority of God isn’t a question they even start to think about
There are people who have an abstract belief that there must be some divine being,
some ultimate force, but he is so remote from their thinking that it makes little
practical difference
And even for many Christians – who would profess a deep and life-transforming
belief in God – there is still often little evidence that they really acknowledge the
lordship and authority of God in how they live their lives
And some people look at the challenges and difficulties which we face in the world –
and the persecution and suffering that many in the church are experiencing – and
while wanting to believe just don’t see how it can make sense

And these are real questions and issues which people have – but the vision of John,
recorded for us, tells us that they don’t actually change anything. God is the ultimate
authority, he is the one who sits on the throne, he is the one who will work things out (and
we will see more of how that will happen as we continue to study this amazing book)
And the way in which these different issues are reconciled is when we recognise that this
vision of the one on the throne is the reality in heaven – the place where God dwells and the
place where his lordship is unchallenged. But there are many competing forces on earth
which claim authority and power and, for a time, they are being permitted to continue. And
people follow them and honour them and give them the place which God alone deserves –
and we saw last week that idolatry was an issue in some of those early churches and is still
an issue for us today.
The prophet Isaiah records a time when God speaks to demonstrate his authority over false
gods and idols. The people are in exile, there is a feeling amongst them that the gods of the
Babylonians have won, and God speaks into that situation – even while they are still in exile
– and makes it clear that his authority is supreme.
Before him all the nations are as nothing; they are regarded by him as worthless and less
than nothing. (Isaiah 40:17)
“To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?” says the Holy One. (Isaiah 40:25)
And the reality is that he has no equal, he is unique, he sits on the throne of heaven.
Let’s recognise and celebrate the greatness and the majesty and the sovereignty of the God
we serve even as we recognise that there are many forces in this world which currently
oppose him.
And as we prepare to vote on Thursday let’s do so in the realisation that God is over all, that
God is in authority over the nations, and let’s pray that the government that is elected will
be one which will be used by God to draw this nation back to himself.

And let’s pray that we will be able to be part of that wonderful mission as we continue to
recognise the majesty and lordship of the one who sits on the throne.

4 The triumph of the Lamb (Rev 5)
Last week we saw how the One seated on the throne was the centre of everything; the
source of ultimate power and authority; the creator and sustainer; the Holy One.
Now our attention is drawn to a scroll which he is holding in his right hand – a scroll
described as having writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. We are not
immediately told what the scroll contains – that will become clear in the next three chapters
– but we can make some educated guesses:



When Ezekiel was presented with a scroll with writing on both sides, it contained
“words of lament and mourning and woe” (Ezekiel 2:9-10)
When Daniel was given a sealed scroll it contained words about what would happen
at the end times, words of judgement and blessing (Daniel 12:4, 9)

So it is reasonable to assume that this scroll contains insights about what God is going to do,
how this all-powerful creator is going to act; how he is going to judge the world; how he is
going to bless his people; how he going to complete the work which started with the death
and resurrection of Jesus but isn’t yet finished.
The picture here may be of a Roman will which were witnessed (sealed) by seven witnesses
with the content, sometimes, summarised on the outside of the scroll. Only when the
person referred to in the scroll died could the seals be broken and its contents revealed and
the promises and instructions contained within it put into effect. And a trustworthy
executor was needed to carry out those instructions and execute those judgments.
So, no wonder, there is a real desire to find someone who is worthy to open it, someone
who is able to approach the throne of God, to take the scroll and to reveal what is written
within it. But a comprehensive search of all of creation didn’t find anyone or anything who
was qualified to do so.
And as John recognises this he “wept and wept” – today we might say that he “cried his
eyes out”. He was totally distraught, really upset that there was no one who could be found
to open this document and show what it contained. Does this mean that God’s plans
couldn’t be carried out?
But suddenly everything changes as John hears that someone has been found who is
worthy. This person is described as the “Lion of Judah” and the “Root of David” and because
he has triumphed is worthy to open the scroll (Rev 5:5).
These descriptions go back into ancient history with Jacob referring to his son, Judah, as a
lion (Gen 49:9) and the prophet Isaiah speaking about a branch bearing fruit from the
“stump of Jesse” (Isaiah 11:1) who was David’s father. So this description draws from
prophecies about the people of Israel and about one who would reign in the place of Israel’s
greatest king. Words of hope, words of power, words of strength.

But as John looks to see this person he sees a Lamb. And this Lamb looked as though it had
been slain but it was standing – and standing at the centre of the throne (Rev 5:6).
And the picture of a Lamb isn’t normally associated with victory and triumph, rather it is
associated with sacrifice. From the Passover Lamb which was sacrificed to protect the
people in Egypt so that they could be freed (Exodus 12:1-11), through the lambs that were
regularly used in temple worship (Lev 3:7 and others), through to words speaking of
someone who would be “led like a lamb to the slaughter” (Isaiah 53:7) the lamb speaks of
sacrifice and restoration.
And so this imagery tells us much about how this Lion had triumphed. It hadn’t been
through a display of military might and irresistible force, it had been through humility and
submission and sacrifice. Jesus had been referred to as the “Lamb of God” who would take
away the world’s sin (John 1:29) and was described by one of his first followers as “a lamb
without blemish and defect” (1 Peter 1:19) which picks up the description of the Passover
Lamb. His was the way of sacrifice, his was the way of suffering, his way involved submitting
himself to death for us all.
But John sees this lamb which had died, standing once more. No longer in the grave, no
longer dead, but alive in the power of an indestructible and eternal life. His sacrifice had
been sufficient, his death had defeated death, his suffering had enabled salvation. And not
only was he standing, but he was standing at the centre of the throne. He was totally
qualified to occupy the same place of power and authority as the One we were thinking
about last week, he was able to approach him and to take the scroll and to open it. Here
John would have been aware of echoes from Daniel 7 where “one like a son of man”
approached the throne and was given authority, glory and power and received the worship
of all people (Dan 7:13-14) and, in fulfilment of this, as the Lamb takes the scroll John sees a
growing outpouring of praise to the Lamb and to God.





The four living creatures and the elders recognise that the Lamb is worthy because
through the blood he poured out when he was killed he had made it possible for
people to be drawn into a relationship with God; and he had created a community of
people who will serve God and reign – with him – over creation (Rev 5:8-10)
The angels add to this recognising that the Lamb who was slain is worthy to receive
all the honour and glory which heaven and earth affords (Rev 5:11-12)
All of creation join in and recognise the power and authority and glory of God and
the Lamb (Rev 5:13)

It must have been majestic to see – like a great orchestra and choir gradually increasing the
richness, the power, the beat, the intensity of the song they were performing until everyone
is overwhelmed with the final crescendo that brings the performance to a crashing close.
And it is all possible because the Lamb was slain.
And it’s interesting to see the reasons that weren’t stated for the Lamb being worthy:





No mention here of him being the eternal Son of God – which he is
No mention here of being the agent of creation who brought everything into
existence – which he was
No mention here of the way in which he continually cares for his people – which he
does

But the focus and emphasis is on his sacrificial death and what it accomplished and the fact
that he defeated death and is alive and brings life. This is the basis of him being worthy to
approach the throne and to take the scroll and – as we will see in the next chapter – to open
it and to usher in the next stages of the plans and judgment of God.
For all this to be possible the Son of God needed to be willing to be sent by His Father from
heaven to earth, to take on humanity, to be born as a baby, to experience human life from
the inside, to do the task he had been sent to do and, ultimately, to submit himself to his
Father’s will at the cross.
As he contemplated that awful death he knew that was the reason he had arrived at that
particular point in history (John 12:27) and called on God to glorify His name through what
he was going to do (John 12:28). He knew it was only through this path that he would be
able to draw people back to God (John 12:32) which we see recognised in our chapter here.
Paul, writing to the church at Philippi, reminds them of the amazing steps that Jesus took in
leaving heaven, coming into this world, taking on humanity, humbling himself and taking the
path of total obedience all the way to the cross (Phil 2:6-8) and the praise that Jesus
receives here in Revelation 5 is the demonstration of how Paul says God has exalted His Son
(Phil 2:9-11).
This chapter, powerfully and worshipfully, points us to the pivotal significance of the death
and resurrection of Jesus and reminds us that it is only because of those events that our
relationship with God is possible and through those events that creation will be restored
and recognise the supremacy of God and His Lamb.
And this chapter also reminds us that because our relationship with God is based on the
victorious death and resurrection of His Son it is eternally sure and guaranteed because he is
worthy and all-powerful and has triumphed.
And it also reminds us that – in this transaction – we have been “purchased for God”. Paul
takes up this theme when writing to the church at Corinth reminding them that they were
no longer their own but that they had been “bought at a price” and, as a consequence, well
called to honour God with their bodies (1 Cor 6:19-20). In that particular context Paul was
warning them against sexual immorality and calling them to right living before God. But the
principle is more widely applicable and, because we no longer belong to ourselves but
belong to God, we are called to live in a way that will honour him as part of our worship.
In response to what the Lamb has accomplished the massed legions of angels and all of
creation are shown as offering him worship and recognising his greatness and authority and
power.

The question for us, as redeemed people, is whether we are really prepared to join in with
them and give all that we are, all that we have, in the service of this Lion-Lamb in worship
and praise and service.

5 Six seals (Rev 6)
When I introduced this series on Revelation I showed a picture to try and outline how it all
hangs together and just wanted to show it again to see where we have got to and what we
will be doing next.

We have so far covered the first three items on the left – the prologue, the letters to the
churches and the scenes in the throne room – the place where we saw God on the throne in
power and majesty and being worshipped by all of creation. And also the place where, as
Mike explained last week, we see Jesus who was worthy because of his uniqueness and
because of his victory. We see Jesus who was worthy of power, wealth, wisdom and
strength and is worthy for all eternity
This Jesus referred to as the Lion of Judah, and the Lamb, looking as if It had been slain
And he was the one who was worthy to take a scroll from the right hand of God and to open
it up and to see what was written on it. And, this evening, as we look at Revelation 6, and
what it says about what the seals reveal, we start to explore these events which are
described in different ways but happening in parallel. Just as if you got five different
newspapers and looked at what they said about a particular story you would get different
views and different perspective on the same thing all contributing towards a fuller
understanding of what was taking place.
So what are we to make of horsemen riding out to conquer, of a rider holding weighing
scales in his hand, of death riding on a horse, of souls of martyrs under the altar of God, of
stars falling to the earth? What are all of these things trying to tell us, what insight do they
give about what is going on in the world, about what will happen in the future?
And some of you may have noticed that there are only six seals talked about here – the
seventh is opened at the beginning of chapter 8 but that’s for another time!

The first thing to notice is that whatever is going on, whatever these various characters
signify, the Lamb is in control. He is the one who opens each seal, he is the one who allows
things to happen, he is the one who unleashes things on the earth. And that can be an
encouraging thought – as we are reminded that Jesus is in that place of ultimate authority –
but it can also be a worrying thought – as we don’t often associate Jesus with causing bad
things to happen (and some of these things seem very bad).
The second thing to note is that there are three groupings:




The first four seals (Rev 6:1-8) – introducing four riders onto the earth. And we
should think about these riders carrying out their function at the same time, not one
after the other
The fifth seal (Rev 6:9-11) – looking back into heaven
The sixth seal (Rev 6:12-17) – back on earth

And the first five seals are speaking about what has been going on throughout all of church
history, and continues today, while the sixth seal is speaking about what will happen in the
future.

5.1 The seals
5.1.1

The first four seals

The four riders on the four horses which are revealed by the first four seals are sent out to
make war (Rev 6:2), to remove peace from the earth (Rev 6:4), to cause people to kill each
other (Rev 6:4), to cause famine (Rev 6:6) with the prices quoted for wheat and barley being
about eight-sixteen times the normal prices and to bring pain and suffering and death to a
quarter of the world (Rev 6:8). It’s interesting that “oil and wine” aren’t to be damaged –
these are luxury goods and we get the idea of the rich getting richer and being ok while the
poor struggle more and more. And we see this happening all around us and all over the
world.
And we are surely tempted to ask why is Jesus doing this? What is going on?
Isn’t it a bit like a Father Christmas turning up with a machine gun instead of presents? And
the problem is that we can so easily think of God or Jesus as a Father Christmas type figure
instead of really trying to understand them properly.
And I think that there are two things going on here:




For a time Jesus is allowing the forces of evil and wickedness to act on the earth until
it gets to a point where it is finally ready for his judgment and re-creation. And this is
consistent with what he said when he spoke about their being “wars and rumours of
wars” (Matt 24:6)
But Jesus is also using these forces for his own purposes throughout history to judge
and to call people to repentance

To get some context for this second idea we go, once again, back to the Old Testament.

Just before people of Israel went into the Promised Land, Moses spoke to them and
promised them rich blessings if they were obedient to God. But he also spoke of punishment
and hardship if they disobeyed God including God sending a powerful nation against them
to defeat them (Deut 28:49). And this theme continues throughout history as God warns his
people against the consequences of disobedience and they continually fail and experience
these punishments, often at the hand of other nations.
In Zechariah 6:1-8 four horses, red, black, white and dappled, with chariots are sent out into
the earth to bring judgment on the nations – nations which God had used to punish his
people for their unfaithfulness but nations which had gone too far and come under
judgment themselves.
In Ezekiel 14:12-23, God speaks about how he will bring judgment on a country which has
become unfaithful to him. And he would bring famine and wild beasts and a sword and
plague. And God speaks about sending these judgments against his own people, against his
own city Jerusalem, for the way they have behaved. But there is promise of “some
survivors” (Ezekiel 14:22) coming through it and being preserved and restored.
Through it all there is the idea of God wanting his people to be faithful to him, wanting his
people to live in close relationship with him – and acting against them when they don’t so
that they will be drawn back to him.
And so in these four horsemen Jesus, with the power and authority due to his sacrificial
death and victorious resurrection, is once again sending judgment out into the world. And
the purposes are the same as before:



To purify his people and to bring them back to him – just as per the warnings to the
churches in chapters 2 & 3
To judge those who persecute his people and oppress them in so many ways

And this continues throughout history – with some of the conflict and strife we see around
us in the world being designed to draw his church closer to Jesus, to root out the things
which would cause us to lose our first love, and also to punish those who are oppressing his
people. In many ways, these judgments are to call people to repentance and to a renewed
relationship with Jesus.
And it is dangerous to try and pinpoint specific events and say that they are particular
examples of this because people are quite capable of acting this way on their own – but it
does raise some interesting questions.




Was the fall of the Soviet Union, in part, due to the way in which they persecuted
and oppressed Christians?
Are the challenges which we are starting to face in this country designed to draw us
back more completely to Jesus and to trust in Him?
How may these forces have influenced our recent election, what is God going to do
through the government which has been put in place?



What sort of comfort, if any, does this give to those who are suffering extra-ordinary
things for their faith in many countries around the world?

And to help answer the last question we need to look at the fifth seal.
5.1.2

The fifth seal

Because here the focus moves away from what is happening on earth and gives us the
perspective of a particular group of people in heaven.
These are believers who have suffered for their faith and been killed by those who
persecuted them. And it reminds us that there are evil forces in the world – not just those
unleashed by the first four seals – which are seeking to destroy the people of God. And we’ll
see more details of this in a few weeks time.
They are now in a place of safety, a place of security, a place of power. And from that
position, as they see what continues to happen on earth, they cry out to God and ask how
much longer it is going to go on.
And they are told that it will continue “a little longer” (Rev 6:11) until the time of
persecution is finally over.
And so the comfort available to us is that God has the time in his hands, he will bring it to
completion. But, while we wait, there is a difficult recognition that people will be called on
to suffer for their faith just as Jesus suffered for us.
It is a sobering thought, and maybe not one we like to think, but it can help us understand
some of the things that are going on around us and some of the things that happen to us.
And this idea of suffering was something which Jesus made clear to his very first followers as
he warned them that they would face trouble in the world.
“I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have
trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)
In Mark’s Gospel Jesus explains why:
“You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the
synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to
them. And the gospel must first be preached to all nations. (Mark 13:9–10)
It was the experience of those first disciples, it has been the experience of countless
Christians throughout history, it continues to be the experience of many today, but can still
catch us by surprise.
As part of bringing the good news of the one who was slain to the nations, his people are
called on to suffer and to endure persecution. And next week we’ll see something of God’s
protection even through these difficult times.

And when we get to the sixth seal we see that this period of suffering and trial won’t go on
forever.
5.1.3

The sixth seal

Because when Jesus opens the sixth seal it ushers in the final judgment of the world – the
culmination that those under the altar are waiting for, the time when persecution of the
church will cease and we will be welcomed into our eternally glorious future.
But for those who are resisting God, those who are persecuting God’s people it will be a
time of judgment. Everything physical is removed, all symbols of power are destroyed,
everything that people have relied on will disappear. Kings will lose their thrones, generals
will lose their armies, business tycoons will lose their wealth and influence, politicians will
lose their mandate to govern, the powerful will take the same position as the powerless and
down-trodden. And they will all be exposed to the gaze of a Lamb and they will be
frightened and terrified and seek to hide as they recognise that the day of his wrath (Rev
6:17) and judgment has arrived.
And this will happen at the time of his choosing, at the time he opens the sixth seal, and no
force or power will be able to resist it or stop it. Just as when the referee blows the final
whistle in the match and everything has to stop, so Jesus is the one who will wrap things up,
will bring things to a close and no-one will be able to object.
The one whom John the Baptist referred to as the “Lamb of God” (John 1:29), the one who
was “led like a lamb to the slaughter” (Isaiah 53:7) will be the one who having come through
suffering and death will exercise judgment on all those who have opposed him.
And at that time, the suffering and death which his followers have experienced will be
behind them and they will be safe and secure for ever.
This is what Jesus is doing now and this is what he will do in the future. And as we seek to
live out our lives as his followers we should be encouraged that:




Jesus is in control of what is going on around us
When we suffer and endure persecution for him it is for the furtherance of the
gospel and is recognised by God – with the souls under the altar being given white
robes as a symbol of blessedness and purity
That, in his time, Jesus will being everything to completion and the suffering and the
pain and the sorrow will be over.

A call for trust, a call for perseverance, a call for confidence in Jesus.

6 Sealing God’s people (Rev 7)
6.1 Setting the scene
As mentioned a few times – and illustrated with the “bubble diagram” -

I am suggesting that many of the visions and images described in Revelation are different
perspectives on the same events. So the account of the seven seals and that of the seven
trumpets which follow are describing the same things in church history.
But that doesn’t really help us this evening as we are looking at things which are described
within the context of opening the seals – between the events of the sixth seal which we
looked at last week and what happens after the seventh seal is opened – which we get to
next week (Rev 8:1)
So how do we position this vision which John sees of 144,000 people from the tribes of
Israel and the “great multitude” standing before the throne and before the Lamb?
The fact that the chapter starts with “after this” (Rev 7:1) might suggest that it all relates to
things which happen after the events of the sixth seal but that causes some problems. In
particular it talks about a time of judgment on earth and the need for God’s people to be
protected from persecution – which wouldn’t be the case after all that happened in chapter
6 culminating in the final judgment through Jesus.
So one of the things to recognise is that John is recounting the order in which he saw the
visions – “after this I saw” – and not necessarily the order in which they occurred.
And I am going to suggest that these two things which John saw in chapter 7 actually acts as
“bookmarks” around the events in chapter 6 – with the first one taking place before the
riders are set free to bring distress to earth and the last one taking place after the final
judgment.
And a totally reasonable question to ask is “why?”







I think the four winds here (Rev 7:1) are equivalent in function to the four horses and
riders in the previous chapter (Rev 6:1-8)
o Winds throughout the Bible are often used for judgment
o In Zechariah 6:5 (which I mentioned briefly last week) the horses sent out to
bring judgment are described as the “four spirts / winds” of heaven
It would be pointless to provide protection for God’s people – which is the purpose
of the seal in their foreheads – after the tribulation and distress which is spoken
about in chapter 6 had happened
And the great multitude in Rev 7:9 onwards are an answer to the question “how
long” asked in Rev 6:10. The martyrs then were given a white robe and now the
whole multitude are wearing them. They no longer have to wait, everything is done
and they can rejoice in God’s presence and worship him forever. This great multitude
includes those souls under the altar and the ones for whom they were told they had
to wait

So if this is true we have a picture of God ensuring that his people are protected before the
“great tribulation” starts and we see that they are united before God’s throne after coming
through that great “tribulation” (Rev 7:14)
And this suggests that the period known as the “great tribulation” relates to the entire span
of church history, not some specific tribulation that happens towards the end of time – and
many people would disagree with me on that but, to me, it makes most sense of the text
here.
And so who are this 144,000? What does this number signify? Is it an exact number of
Israelites, or is it something we should treat symbolically?
And from what we have seen so far it probably isn’t going to be a great surprise when I
suggest it should be treated symbolically and that it represents:




The 12 tribes of Israel
The 12 apostles
The number 1,000

All multiplied together.
If we skip ahead to the description of the “Holy City” where God is going to dwell among his
people (Rev 21:12, 14) we find that it has 12 gates with the names of the 12 tribes on them
and twelve foundations with the names of the apostles on them. This seems to represent
the totality of God’s people through the ages.
And the number 1,000 is used throughout the Bible to represent a big, complete round
number.
So this is where I suggest we get the number from – it isn’t talking about a specific group but
it is talking about God’s faithful people and how God will protect them during their time on
earth.

And, when John looks again and sees a great, countless multitude (Rev 7:9) from all nations
and languages this is a fuller description of the 144,000. They represent the same people
but at different times – one speaking about the faithful followers of God as they endure
difficulties and persecution on earth, one speaking about their glorious unification in God’s
presence.
And from the seal on the forehead we get the clear message that, during tribulation and
distress, they are protected by God’s power.
This builds on an image which the prophet Ezekiel saw where exactly the same thing
happened to ensure that God’s faithful people were protected during a time of punishment
and destruction. (Ezekiel 9:4-6)
But we know – from the letters to the churches – and the experiences described in the first
five seals that God’s people will suffer, they will be persecuted and some will be killed so the
primary application of this protection seems to be spiritual, that they will be kept close to
God and that their relationship with him will not be broken.
And at the culmination of this life – and of church history – they will join with the rest of the
faithful and enjoy many blessings which God has prepared:






They will be in God’s presence, they will serve him, they will worship him (Rev 7:15)
– we will have purposeful existence before God
God will shelter us with his presence (Rev 7:15) – parents who stand in front of
danger to protect their children, bodyguards who protect their clients
No physical suffering – hunger, thirst, excessive heat (Rev 7:16)
They will be shepherded and guided by Jesus – leading us to fresh, clear water (Rev
7:17) to fully experience his claim of being living water (John 4:10-14, 7:38)
And God himself will wipe away every tear (Rev 7:17) – will deal fully and completely
with all pain and suffering and sorrow and hurt

This is the future to which we can look forward as we continue to endure the difficulties and
trials of this life – protected and sealed by God.

6.2 Living as sealed people
We saw earlier this idea of being sealed with the mark of God – of living under his
protection in this difficult and dangerous world.
And, particularly on this day of Pentecost, we remind ourselves that it is God’s Holy Spirit
who provides this seal over our lives.
Paul refers to the idea of us being sealed three times in his letters and they all add
something to our understanding of this.
Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of
ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.
(2 Corinthians 1:21–22)

The seal of God on our lives speaks about ownership – it is a mark of who we belong to, that
we are not our own, that we have been purchased by Christ.
The Spirit acts as a deposit, a down-payment, a guarantee that at some future time we will
be able to fully enter into our inheritance – we will be able to join that countless throng
around the throne of God and the Lamb.
And while we wait it is God who makes us, who enables us, to stand firm in Christ. He gives
us the power, he gives us the ability to live as his people in this world.
And you also were included in Christ when you heard the message of truth, the gospel of
your salvation. When you believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy
Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are
God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:13–14)
At the time we believed in Christ we were set apart, we were shown to be separate, we
were given the Spirit that Jesus had promised to his followers.
We became people in whom God was dwelling, in whom God was pleased to live – and this
was done so that we could live to the praise of the glory of God
And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of
redemption. (Ephesians 4:30)
And because we have the Spirit of God living in us we should live in such a way as not to
grieve him. Sometimes we do things which our family or friends don’t appreciate and we
see that we have hurt them, disappointed them, upset them. And often, then or later, we
are sorry to have caused pain to those whom we love.
How much more should we feel sorrow if we live in such a way to grieve the Holy Spirit of
God.
And so each of these passages which speak about sealing look forward to our future
inheritance, the wonderful things that God has promised. But they all speak about how we
should live in the world while we wait.




That we should live as people of God, owned by him and set apart by him
That we should live in order that God will be praised
That we should live in a way which pleases the Spirit, not grieves Him

We are sealed and protected by the Spirit for a purpose – for it to change our lives, for us to
change the world.
And sometimes it is easy to see all of the issues around us and to forget the protection that
God has given us.
Many of us will have seen pictures of television reporters going into war zones to report on
what is happening. And they wear protective vests and helmets to try and shield them from

bullets or other weapons. And shielded and protected they are prepared and willing to go
into the centre of danger to do their job.
Are we prepared to do the same?
With the glorious future that is ahead of us, with the call to live for the praise of God, are we
prepared to trust in the protection that God provides and to go into the world and to take
risks for the one who will never leave us, will never forsake us and will, one day, wipe all
tears from our eyes?

7 The seventh seal and six trumpets (Rev 8-9)
7.1 Introduction
One of the phrases I often hear when listening to reports of various tragedies or scandals is
“how can this be happening in the 21st century?”
How can people still be living in poverty, how can vulnerable people be abused, how can
war still be flaring up all round the world? And behind the phrase there seems to be the idea
that we are better than the people who came before us and that things should continue to
improve.
And history continues to prove this wrong in so many ways but yet people seem surprised
when things happen which don’t fit into their understanding of the world and how it works.
And the judgments heralded in by the sound of the trumpets in Revelation 8 & 9 give a
different view of the world – a view which seems to suggest that things will continue to be
wrong, that people will suffer and that this may even get worse. And this gives us a powerful
perspective, an alternative way of understanding what is going on and why. It might not be
a perspective we like, but it might be a more accurate perspective on the world around us.
It’s worth mentioning that while we start to read about trumpets and associated judgment
in chapter 8 this part of the story continues until the end of chapter 11 – with a couple of
interludes along the way – so we won’t get the complete picture for a few weeks.
And it starts with the seventh seal being opened – so bringing to an end the events which
started in Rev 6:1 as the Lamb opened the seals and we saw account of persecution, of
martyrdom and of final judgment. And after this seventh seal is opened – there is silence for
a time. Not a literal half-hour but a period of waiting. Heavenly silence in the Bible can speak
of God preparing to act in judgment (Zech 2:13) which seems to be what is happening here.
There is a pause to see what God is going to do – and as we will see God is going to judge
the earth for persecuting his people giving us another perspective of why things have
happened during the history of the church.
But before we get to the trumpets there is a scene where an angel with a censer (used to
offer incense offerings to God) comes to the altar (Rev 8:3) and is given incense to offer
along with “the prayers of God’s people”. And we think again of the martyred saints under
the altar crying out “How Long” (Rev 6:10). The smoke, the prayers, ascend to God (Rev 8:4)
and in a powerful act the censer is then flung to earth with dramatic effect (Rev 8:5). It is as
though God is signifying that He has heard the prayers of his people, and he is going to act
to respond to what they have been calling for – as they called for God to judge the people
on earth and to avenge them (Rev 6:10)
And this idea of God hearing the prayers of his people and deciding that it was time to act
reminds us of the time when His people were in captivity in Egypt, they cried out and God
heard and acted (Ex 2:24, 3:7-10). And we will see that that link may not be coincidental!

7.2 Six trumpets
Looking briefly at what happens when the six trumpets sound we see:
Trumpet

Description

Comment

1

A third of the earth, trees and grass
are destroyed (Rev 8:7)

Talking about the source of food and
so speaking about famine. And think
about the concerns we have today
about the impact of deforestation

2

A third of the sea turns into blood,
fish die, ships are destroyed (Rev 8:89)

Significant damage to trade – a major
issue for Rome and also for us today.
Modern day equivalents would be
stock-market crashes, pirates
attacking shipping etc

3

A third of water is made bitter (Rev
8:10-11)

Water – necessary for life, so thinking
about drought etc

4

A third of the day is without light (Rev
8:12)

Confusion, not being able to see
clearly, not knowing what to do.
Easily taken advantage of

5

Demonic forces are released from
“the bottomless pit” and sent out to
torture people for a time (Rev 9:1-12)

A reminder that there are evil forces
loose in the world and they have a
leader (Abaddon – Rev 9:11 –
probably Satan or one of his generals)

6

A mighty army is released to kill a
third of humanity (Rev 9:13-21)

Another powerful force to wage war
on humanity – the demonic forces
were to hurt, these are to kill

Some terrible things to think about and terrible to recognise that many people have
suffered from the sorts of things which are described here, and many people continue to
suffer today.
So what is going on here?
Two things to mention:
1. In the fifth trumpet it is clearly stated that those who carry the seal of God (the seal
we were thinking about last week) are to be protected from the torment of the
demonic forces (Rev 9:4). And so we get the idea that these plagues are part of God
judging people for the way in which they have persecuted and tormented his
followers
2. The plagues described under the first five trumpets remind us of some of the plagues
of Egypt and this is significant

Trumpet

Description

Exodus

1

Hail and fire

7th Plague - hail (Ex 9:22-26)
And the Israelites were kept safe

2

Sea to blood

1st plague – river to blood (Ex 7:14-24)
Fish died

3

4

5

A third of water
is made bitter

1st plague – river to blood (Ex 7:14-42)

A third of the
day is without
light

9th plague – darkness over the land (Ex 10:21-23)

Water not suitable to drink

Light for the people of Israel

Scorpion-locusts 8th plague – locusts (Ex 10:1-20)

The plagues of Egypt were sent in response to the suffering of God’s people, to demonstrate
God’s greatness, to punish those who were oppressing his people and to cause his people to
be set free.
And the same seems to be true under the trumpet judgments in Revelation – God is
responding to the prayers of his people, he is sending judgment on those who oppress them
and he is working towards the time when they will be set free.

7.3 Implications
If this is actually a valid perspective on what is going on in the world – and I believe it to be
so – then it speaks to us, as God’s people, about some very important things.
7.3.1

God’s total authority

We look at the world around us and recognise that there are so many things wrong with it
and we see God’s people being persecuted and tormented, we see many innocent people
suffering – and we just don’t understand why.
But the message of this passage is that God is working and even the forces of evil are
ultimately under his control. It is under his authority that the trumpets were given out and
sounded. In the case of the fifth seal and the release of these demonic forces it was under
the control of God. A star fell, a star was given a key to the Abyss and these forces were
released (Rev 9:1-3). These forces then do what is natural to them as they carry out their
evil purposes under the control of their leader. Even as they think that they are doing what
they are doing for their purposes and to satisfy their desires they are acting as agents of God
so that God’s purposes will be achieved.

7.3.2

The importance of prayer

Another thing we see here is the vital importance and power of prayer.
The prayer of God’s people went before God (Rev 8:4) and God unleashes powerful
judgments on the earth which will culminate in the final judgment and the release of God’s
people.
And the martyred saints had prayed for God to judge and to avenge and we see that being
worked out in these plagues.
Do we recognise the seriousness of the prayers and requests we offer to God? Do we think
carefully about what we ask of Him, are we prepared for the consequences if he gave us
what we ask for?
7.3.3

The importance of resisting deception

The great army described under the sixth trumpet talks about horses which have mouths
breathing fire, smoke and sulphur (Rev 9:17) and tails like snakes which can inflict injury
(Rev 9:19).



Fire and sulphur are standard ways of referring to God’s judgment and so we see
them acting as God’s agents in discharging that judgment.
And the snake, as he spoke to Eve, deceived her (2 Cor 11:3) and the devil continues
to deceive people today. So these dark forces seem to carry with them the force of
deception as well

And throughout history, people have died (for all sorts of reasons) and have been deceived.
And one of the challenges which we continually face as God’s people is that of being
deceived – of listening to the ideas of this world and its failings, of allowing ourselves to
listen to false teaching about God, of being tempted to do that which we know is not right.
And the challenge for us from this passage is to be on our guard and to resist and to stay
faithful to God and what He says.
Are we prepared to live in this way?
1. To fully recognise the power and sovereignty and authority of God and rest in that
even when we don’t understand what is going on around us – and to seek to see
God’s hand at work in the world?
2. To be careful in prayer – to pray for things that are good and right and to look for
God to answer and to work
3. To resist those who would seek to deceive us and to stay true and faithful to our God
The passage ends with a sobering thought – that even though people suffered under these
terrible plagues and attacks they did not repent, they did not stop worshipping idols, they
did not stop doing the awful things they were engaged in (Rev 9:20-21). And we are
reminded again of Pharaoh who refused on so many occasions to let the people go and,
even after doing so, changed his mind and went after them. And there is the suggestion that

some of the things people are experiencing, some of the things that they are going through
are to give them the opportunity to reflect on God and to repent. Many of them, like the
people of Babel we were thinking about last Sunday morning, will continue to act as they
always have but there may be some who want something different and turn to God and ask
for his forgiveness.
And as we continue to live under God’s protection, as we continue to pray for this world, as
we continue to stay firm to what we believe let’s come alongside those who are suffering
and point them to Jesus as the one who can bring them through suffering to a perfect
future.

8 An angel and a scroll (Rev 10:1-11)
8.1 An interlude
When the people of Israel left Egypt and crossed the Red Sea – they were in a desert for 3
days and then came to a couple of places where they found water. One was a place called
Elim where there were “twelve springs and seventy palm trees” (Ex 15:27).
They had escaped Egypt, they had crossed the Red Sea with the Egyptian armies behind
them, they had crossed a desert and there were further dangers ahead as they continued on
their journey – what a time of refreshing it must have been as they rested at Elim for a
while, as they were able to camp near the water.
Jesus, when on earth, after his closest followers reported on what they had done on a
mission trip encouraged them to “come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get
some rest” (Mark 6:30).
And sometimes we need those times – when we have been busy, or stressed or hurt and we
know that there are still challenges ahead – and we come to a place where we can rest and
be restored.
This week I had the privilege of spending time with a couple of friends from college – to
share together in what we are doing, to encourage each other, to support each other.
These times are important – they provide a way of being refreshed, a way of being restored,
a way of being re-charged. And, as Christians, it’s important that we don’t just try and make
room for ourselves, we make room for God and remind ourselves of his greatness and his
majesty and his authority.
And in many ways this is what is going on here. In the last few chapters we have seen
accounts of great trouble and distress. We have been reminded of some of the horrific
things which people can do to other people, we have thought of the persecution of the
church. In the next chapter we get one of the most powerful descriptions of how the church
is going to suffer persecution through the ages.
But here, there is nothing of the misuse of power by people and the damage we can cause –
but there was a sense of the power and authority of God as we see a story of an angel
coming down to earth and standing upon the earth and the sea as an expression of God’s
supremacy over the world. It is a break, and maybe a necessary break, where we can be
refreshed, where we can regroup and be re-prepared for who we are called to be in the
world.

8.2 Some of the challenges
Before we look at some of the things this passage says to us – and there are really important
things for us to think about here let’s look at some of the questions which the passage
raises:

1) The angel – was he simply a “mighty angel” or Christ himself? Lots of arguments
either way:
a. Some of the things said about him remind us of the description of Christ in
Rev 1, and the cloud and the rainbow are used to signify God’s presence
b. But nowhere else in Revelation is Christ referred to as an angel although
“Angel of the Lord” may sometimes refer to God in the Old Testament
c. What is clear is that he was a powerful, heavenly being invested with the
power, authority and message of God. He demonstrates God’s power over all
of creation as he stands with his feet on the land and the sea
2) The scroll – is it the (now opened) scroll from Revelation 5 or is it a new scroll?
a. There are clear linkages between them but – whether or not they are the
same – their message is similar.
b. They speak about the judgment of God to redeem creation and give insight
into how this will happen.
c. And the scroll here seems to introduce some of the things which we will find
out more about in the next few chapters
3) The thunders – speaking of further judgments which are unnecessary to be revealed.
a. They would probably have repeated something of what we have seen under
the seals and the trumpets but are not necessary as “the time” is near
b. “There will be no more delay” – there is limited time for further repentance
and the time of God’s final judgment is coming close.

8.3 Eating the scroll
One of the key themes in the chapter is the “little scroll” culminating in the story of John
being expected to eat it. To get some context for this we’ll look at Ezekiel 2:9-3:11 where we
find some key things which provide background for what is happening in Revelation. These
are:









Again here is an unrolled scroll in someone’s hand (Ezek 2:9-10). And on this scroll
are words of “lament and mourning and woe”. And it is reasonable to assume that
something similar is written on the scroll in Revelation 10
It is to be eaten and the prophet is to go and speak to the people of Israel (Exek 3:1).
Before he can speak, he needs to eat the scroll – it is as though eating it gives him
the words to speak, the things to share with his people.
It was “sweet as honey” in his mouth (Ezek 3:3) – no reference here to it being bitter
in his stomach. The bitterness is something which is added in Revelation 10 but is
hinted at by the description of the type of things written on the scroll (Ezek 2:10)
Point out that the prophet was being sent to his own people (Ezek 3:4-6). This is
important to note – this wasn’t a call to be a missionary to a different people group
but to speak to his own people in words they would understand and in a language
they would be familiar with.
Ezekiel was warned that the people wouldn’t listen (Ezek 3:7) and encouraged to be
persistent and not afraid (Ezek 3:8-9)
He was sent to the people in exile and to speak to them (Ezek 3:11). He was to speak
of God’s judgment upon them but also of future deliverance.

And thinking about this in the light of John’s experience we get the idea that he was to
speak to God’s people, the church, about what was going on in the world and to ensure that
they understood. To recognise that things would be difficult but that they would come
through and be restored.
So John’s call is very similar to that of Ezekiel’s – to really take God’s word to himself, to
absorb it, for it to become part of him and to then share it with the people of God.

8.4 Sweetness and bitterness
The scroll when he ate it was sweet – a reference to the wonderful promises which God has
for his people, speaking about the wonderful future which he has prepared for us
The scroll – as he digested it – was bitter, a reminder that, as we will continue to see, before
that perfect future there will be suffering and sorrow and persecution.

8.5 The commission
John was called once again to take God’s word to the people.
This happened the first time in Revelation 1:19 where John was told to write down the
vision he had seen about what was going on and what was going to happen.
And here he is told to “prophesy again about many peoples, nations, languages and kings”
(Rev 10:11)
I think there are a number of aspects to this:
1) He is to take a message to the church to explain what is going on in the world, what
God is doing, what is happening, what will happen
2) He, just like Ezekiel, will be called to speak out against those in the church who are
not following God as they should and to call them to repentance – and, maybe, just
like to Ezekiel there is a warning that people in the church won’t listen. We need to
be prepared to hear God’s word to us and to respond to it
3) He is to speak against the nations and the powers in this world who refused to listen
to God’s voice and God’s word

John’s was to be a prophetic voice – speaking into what was happening, speaking about
what was happening, seeking to bring change in the church, seeking to encourage the
church, seeking to bring change to the world.
And we need to continue to hear these words of John about the state of our world and what
we, as God’s people, should expect. But we also need to be picking up John’s mantle and
speaking against powers and forces in the world which act against God and his people.
John was called to take God’s word into his very being and to speak it out – and linking with
Ezekiel there is the idea that he was to speak to his own people and to encourage them in
living for God.

If we think about taking on this responsibility who are “our own people”?
And I think there are, at least, two answers to this:
1) God’s people, the church, where we continually need to speak to each other about
what God is doing and to encourage us in that
2) And we need to speak to “our people” – our families, our friends, our work
colleagues, our neighbours. People we know and understand, people with whom we
share a common language and are depending on us to hear God’s word for them at
this time.
For John to do what he was called to do he needed to do two things:



To allow God’s word to enter into him and to change him so that he could speak it
out
To be obedient to God’s call and to speak God’s word boldly and powerfully and
confidently

Are we prepared to do the same as we live in these difficult times and wait for the promised
deliverance of God?

9 Two witnesses and the seventh trumpet (Rev
11:1-19)
9.1 Introduction
I still remember a time many years ago when I invited myself to a meeting of senior
managers of the part of the company I was working for at the time to talk about a
“problem”. For a number of weeks I had become increasingly concerned that we weren’t
managing the business properly, things were getting missed, people didn’t know what they
should be doing and our customers were getting unhappy. I had tried to work out why
things were going wrong and had looked at a lot of reports and spoken to a lot of people.
And what I tried to explain to this group of managers was that some of the assumptions we
had about how the business operated were just not right – but that these assumptions were
so deeply ingrained into our thinking that we didn’t even question them anymore. And,
gradually, as I tried to explain this, people went from total disbelief in what I was saying to a
real concern that I might be right.
And our chapter this evening raises a much more significant question – about the
assumptions we have about how the church (those who have chosen to commit themselves
to God) relates to and in “the world” (those who have not as yet made that step of
commitment). These are “the Gentiles” in our reading. We will all have our own views on
this question – based on our understanding of God, the way we read the Bible, our
experiences, etc but there are some “big” assumptions that are made in this country (things
are different in different parts of the world but I’m not planning to explore that this
evening)
We speak about living in a Christian country, in the 2011 census 59% of residents identified
themselves with Christianity, “professional Christians” often are granted a particular status
with, for example, the Vicar of Tamworth expected to open council meetings in prayer. And
Christianity has been a major force for good in the history of our country and, in many ways,
is seen as part of its fabric.
I think we will see that our chapter this evening suggests a very different picture of how the
church expects to live – and we need to bear in mind that this letter was originally written to
a struggling and sometimes persecuted church – and it might challenge us to reflect on
some of our assumptions and see whether we have got things a little wrong.

9.2 Outline
Let me start by outlining how the chapter hangs together:
1. It starts with John being given a measuring rod and told to go and measure the
temple. And the other significant place where someone is given a measuring rod to
measure the temple is in Ezekiel 40-43. There it seems to be marking out the place
where God will be with his people, where his glory will be seen, where his people will

2.

3.

4.
5.

worship him.
As such it seems to be marking out a place of safety and blessing – a safe area where
God’s people can meet with their God and He can meet with them
The “outer court” is positioned as the place of interaction between God’s people and
the world and the interaction is going to be interesting and engaged:
a. The nations of the world are going to persecute and trample the church
b. The church is called to prophesy – to speak out – against the nations (just as
John was called to do in the last chapter)
At the core of this section is the story of “two witnesses” who are to speak out for
God, at the end of their time of witness they are to be defeated and killed, they are
to be brought back to life and they are going to be called up into heaven
People are going to be punished
And, with the sounding of the 7th trumpet (which we didn’t read), the kingdom of
Jesus will be established in righteousness and judgment

So with that outline in mind, let’s look at some of the details.

9.3 The temple
In the amazing temple which Herod built there was something known as the “court of the
Gentiles”. It was around the outside of the temple and a place where non-Jewish people
could come and engage in the worship of the Jewish God.
It was a place where all were welcomed and a place where Jesus walked and taught and
where he threw out the moneychangers (John 2:14-15). It was intended to be a place of
worship.
But now it is presented as something very different – it is the place where the church meets
the nations, where the nations meets the church. It is the place where the church is called
to speak to the people in this world about God, and where the people of this world will
oppose and seek to bring down the church. And straightway we are brought into a sense of
conflict where the church and the world are not expected to cosily co-exist but, because of
the very different things they stand for, rather to be in friction and tension and conflict.
And so, from the perspective of the church, we see three areas:





The place which is measured out and protected where we meet with God and safe
from harm (spiritually and eternally)
The place of the nations – which can seem foreign to us
The place where we go out from that place of safety, where we witness for God and
where we expect to suffer for doing so

It’s a bit like the dressing room in a football stadium just before the match. The team are
there, they are safe, they are united – they are being encouraged and supported by their
manager, nothing is happening to cause any harm. But they can’t stay there – they need to
get out onto the pitch and engage with their opposition as that is where the work is done.
And, at half-time and after the match they can return to their dressing room to reflect on
what has happened and to prepare for next time.

9.4 The nations and the witnesses
And we are told that the nations are going to trample on “the holy city” for 42 months – 3 ½
years.
This picks up directly from a prophecy towards the end of Daniel where Daniel has been
hearing about what is going to happen to God’s people, how they will be attacked and
defeated and that this will take “a time, times and half a time” (Daniel 12:7) or 3 ½ years.
So the account in Revelation is speaking about the fulfilment of the prophecy in Daniel –
that God’s people will suffer for 3 ½ years and then, when their work is done, will be
defeated. But, as in many places in Revelation, we shouldn’t take these numbers literally
and it seems to be yet another example of describing the entire history of the church so,
once again, we should take it as a description of what takes place throughout the church
age. Why is 3 ½ years chosen to represent this? I’ll come back to that question shortly.

At the same time as the nations are “trampling the holy city” so “two witnesses” are
prophesying for a period of 1,260 days. With 30 days in the Jewish month this is an identical
period so we get this sense of dynamic interaction between the church and the opposing
nations – of prophetic speaking on one hand and opposition on the other.
And who are these witnesses?





The reference to having power to stop rain falling (Rev 11:6) reminds us of Elijah who
prayed (1 Kings 17:1) and it didn’t rain for 3 ½ years (James 5:17) – the same period
of time as we are talking about here
The power to turn water into blood and to call down plagues (Rev 11:6) is something
we associate with Moses and the plagues of Egypt.
And Moses and Elijah appeared to Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt 17:3)
to talk with him about what he was going to do
These two men are very much seen as representatives of the law and the prophets,
of God’s people as seen throughout the Old Testament

So we get the sense that these two witnesses here are – in some way – representative of
God’s people. And they are “clothed in sackcloth” as an indication of their grief over what is
going on in the world and the suffering they are going through.
But these witnesses are also described as “the two olive trees and the two lampstands” (Rev
11:4).
This directly picks up a vision which Zechariah had (Zechariah 4:1-6) of a lampstand with two
olive trees next to it. The lamps represented the Spirit of God and the olive branches are
described as “the two who were anointed to serve the Lord of all the earth” (Zech 4:14). In
his setting these were the king and the priest, here it refers to the faithful church who are
described as “a kingdom and priests” (Rev 5:10). And it may be significant that in the letters
to the churches only two didn’t receive any criticism – there were only two which were
being completely faithful and we only see two lampstands here.
So the witnesses referred to here are the faithful church through the ages just as Elijah and
Moses represented the people of Israel. The church is empowered by the Spirit of God and
is to shine the light of God into the world.
And they are to do this for 1,260 days or 42 months (the same period as the nations
persecuting the church) or 3 ½ years. So this represents the entire ministry of the church
through all of history – from the death and resurrection of Jesus until his future return.

9.5 The church defeated and triumphant
And then, shockingly and finally, these witnesses are attacked and overpowered and killed.
A “beast that comes up from the abyss” (Rev 11:7) is going to come to stand against God’s
people and will be seen to triumph (we’ll see more details about this beast in later weeks).
The forces of evil are seen to triumph and the witness of the church is quiet, it has been
overcome.

How far is this from our expectations?
Jesus speaks about building his church and the gates of hades not overcoming it (Matt
16:18). We think about God’s protection and rejoice in it, we work for God’s kingdom to
come and for the church to grow – and, suddenly, we are presented with this prophetic
vision of it being overcome. But the important thing to note is that this takes place “when
they have finished their testimony” (Rev 11:7). The church will be persecuted but protected
while it is still called to witness and to speak out for God. At the end of that time – when the
work of the church is done, the church is silenced.
And the nations of the world rejoice and “gloat” because the prophetic voice which spoke
against the wrong things which were happening in the world is gone. No longer is there
anyone to point out what is wrong, no longer is there anyone to be the conscience of the
world and people can continue as they like.
A clear sense of the world not being “the friend of the church” but looking for ways to get
rid of it and to quieten its voice. But my concern is whether the church has already been
quietened and its voice stilled so that, even if it were to disappear, many people wouldn’t
really notice.
But then, very soon afterwards, new life is breathed, resurrection happens and the church is
seen as triumphant. A direct link to Ezekiel 37 where the people of God live and breathe and
walk again.
And suddenly we see the significance of some of this timing:



The 3 ½ years of persecution and witness correspond closely to the time of the
public ministry of Jesus
The 3 ½ days of being seen as defeated are similar to the amount of time Jesus spent
in the tomb and as the forces of evil thought they had triumphed.

The period of seeming defeat is insignificant compared to all that has gone before – and will
be totally transformed by the future that is in store as the kingdom of Jesus is established.
And so we see a wonderful account of the church following her Lord and King through
ministry, through seeming defeat, through a period of waiting, into resurrection and glory.
We are simply following in the path that Jesus has already trod – and are privileged to do so.

9.6 The establishment of the kingdom
And following these events we come – under the sounding of the 7th trumpet – to the
establishment of the kingdom – where Jesus will be king (Rev 11:15), where Jesus will reign
(Rev 11:15) and where he will judge (Rev 11:18)

9.7 The call to be witnesses
And wherever we are in this period of history, however near we are to the end – at the
centre of the story of the church are faithful witnesses who come from God’s presence and

speak words of power and challenge into the world, words which make a difference, words
which transform – even if and when we are persecuted for doing so.
Are we prepared to be those people confident of God’s protection and of what is in store for
us?

10 The woman and the dragon (Rev 12)
In this vivid story we encounter, for the first time in the Bible, this reference to a dragon but
we quickly see that he isn’t a new character in the story, rather he has been around for a
long time. He is referred to as “that ancient serpent”, “the devil”, “Satan”, the one “who
leads the whole world astray” (Rev 12:9) and the one who continually accuses believers
before God (Rev 12:10). And we will meet him again in later chapters until he is bound and
then eternally defeated in chapter 20 (Rev 20:2-3, 10).
And there are three scenes in this story – all involving the dragon – which, together, paint a
picture of a vast spread of history. But it’s a picture with gaps, or maybe a picture where
some things are covered up and we struggle to get a complete sense of what is going on.
The big picture is that God is working out his plans and purposes – through Israel, supremely
through Jesus and through the church. The dragon opposes God’s people and God’s
purposes – and seeks to do this in many different ways – but God continues to intervene
and protect. There will be suffering, there will be hardship, but God is in ultimate control
and works to keep His people and His purposes secure.
So let’s look at each scene and see what it tells us about the dragon – but more importantly
what it tells us about God, about Jesus and about His people.

10.1 The dragon and the woman – part 1 (Rev 12:1-6)
This scene starts with a couple of signs in heaven which signify events that are taking place
on earth.
And the first figure to appear is a woman surrounded and ornamented by stars, the sun and
the moon. And our attention is taken back to an earlier dream where Joseph saw his father
as the sun, his mother as the moon and his brothers as stars (Gen 37:9-10). So this woman
represents God’s people – from the early days of the initial formation of the tribes of Israel
and then throughout their history ever since.
She is preparing to give birth and is really struggling and in pain – a reminder of how the
people of Israel often struggled as they didn’t stay fully obedient to God and as they were
oppressed by many outsiders. The most recent oppressor, at the time this book was written,
was the vast Roman empire with all its military might and cruel power. The people of God,
once again, were waiting for something to happen, for God to act.
But the woman isn’t alone, there is also an “enormous red dragon” (Rev 12:3) one who is
described as having seven heads, ten horns and seven crowns which speak of worldly power
and authority (and we’ll explore this imagery more fully next week).
But what we see of the dragon here is that he doesn’t want the woman’s child to live, he
waits ready to kill it, to consume it as soon as it is born (Rev 12:4). He is opposed to God’s
people but there is something deeper going on here as well. From the first time that
humanity rebelled against God, God has been working to restore creation and he said to the

serpent who deceived the first woman that the woman’s offspring would crush the
serpent’s offspring (Gen 3:15). And at different points in history we see the male
descendants of God’s people being threatened as the evil forces active in this world seek to
prevent God’s promise coming true. We see it in Egypt where Pharaoh commanded that all
male children should be drowned (Ex 1:22) but some, at least, were kept safe including
Moses who would deliver them (Ex 2:1-10). Hundreds of years later, another king, on
hearing of the birth of Jesus, gave orders that all young male children in Bethlehem would
be killed (Matt 2:16) to remove the threat to his throne. But this deliverer was kept safe too
– this time fleeing into Egypt (Matt 2:13-15)! There is the tension between the work of God
and His people and the intentions of the forces that would oppose them – seeking to ensure
that the one God had spoken of so long ago, and so many times since, would not be able to
come and do his work of restoration and to reign as king.
But the son is born, the one who will rule, the one that God’s people had been waiting for
and the dragon had been dreading. And to keep him safe, the child is taken out of harm’s
way, taken out from the influence of the dragon, and into God’s presence and his throne
(Rev 12:5). Here is one place where the picture is incomplete. If we look at the complete
story of what happened we know that the son who was born grew to be a man, died on a
cross, was restored to life and taken up into heaven having completed his work of salvation.
And there he waits expectantly until it is time for his glory and reign to be fully revealed. But
as far as this picture goes we see the birth of the one who will ultimately defeat the dragon
and we see his ascending to heaven after he had done what needed to be done.
And with her son being safely delivered and ascended into heaven the woman flees into the
wilderness (Rev 12:6) – the place where God’s people had often found protection and
safety. And, indeed, she is going to be taken care of for 1,260 days. As we saw last week this
period represents the entirety of church history and so speaks about how the church will be
watched over while it remains here on earth. The woman still represents the people of God,
not now restricted to the people of Israel but including all those who have responded
positively to Jesus and what he has done.
So the first scene speaks about the ages-long battle between good and evil, between God
and His people versus those who would oppose them, and reminds us that at the centre of
it all is the Son born to rule, the Son who defeated the dragon at the cross and is now in
heaven waiting to complete God’s plans and purposes. And we, as church, wait in the
wilderness – looked over and protected by God but still at risk of attack from the forces of
evil. And this is particularly evident when we shift our attention to the second scene.

10.2 The dragon thrown out of heaven (Rev 12:7-12)
And here we are given insight into a struggle that took place in heaven – between the forces
of good and the forces of evil, between Michael and his angels and the dragon and his
angels. And we ask questions about what was going on, why did this conflict take place,
when did it happen?

Michael is one of God’s chief angels (referenced in Daniel 10:13 as “one of the chief princes”
and in Jude 9 as “the archangel”).
The term “satan” was originally used to refer to someone who would “accuse” with the
most well-known case probably being that of Job where Satan is presented as someone who
is accepted in God’s presence (Job 1:6) and takes on the role of accusing and testing Job (Job
1:9-12). By the time of Jesus, Satan is referred to as ruling over the kingdom of darkness, is
seen as a major opponent of Jesus (Mark 1:13) and recognised as the principal devil with
authority over the demons (Luke 11:15-19).
There are three main theories as to when this war took place and when Satan and his
followers were thrown down:
1. Before the creation of the world – in a heavenly conflict
2. As a consequence of the death and resurrection of Jesus
3. As something which is yet to be fully and finally completed – with the idea of Satan
yet to make one final assault on heaven
I think the most likely is that this is related to the death and resurrection of Jesus and his
ascension back into heaven (as we saw in the first scene). As a consequence of Jesus
defeating sin, death and the devil on the cross, Michael was called into action to banish
Satan and his followers from heaven resulting in them falling to the earth. Jesus said that his
work on the cross was going to result in the “prince of this world” being driven out (John
12:31) and we see the implications of that in this scene here.
And so heaven is free from the presence of the devil, no longer does he have access to God
to accuse God’s people (Rev 12:10) which causes those in heaven to rejoice. But there is
recognition that this will cause more problems on earth as the devil and his influence is
banished there for a short time (Rev 12:12) which is why God’s people on earth continue to
need protection.

10.3 The dragon and the woman – part 2 (Rev 12:13-17)
And now with the dragon banished from heaven and thrown to earth he turns all his
attention towards the people of God, the church.
And once again we see evidence of God’s protection as the woman, the church, is given two
wings to fly to a place of safety in the wilderness and as the earth itself co-operates to keep
her safe from harm.
The “wings of an eagle” reference takes us back to Exodus 19:4 where God speaks of
rescuing his people from Egypt on “eagle’s wings” and bringing them to himself. And this
should give us confidence that God is watching over us and protecting us even as we come
under the scrutiny and attack of the accuser.
The earth acting to protect God’s people again takes us back to their early history. When
they were celebrating God’s deliverance through the Red Sea, Moses and the people of

Israel sang about the earth swallowing God’s enemies (Exodus 15:12) and, later on, the
earth acts again to swallow up those who opposed Moses and Aaron (Numbers 16:31-34).
God is watching over his people, God has power over creation, God is working out his
purposes.
Yes we, as God’s people, do live in a dark and dangerous world; a world where Satan and his
followers are seeking to wage war against those of us who seek to be obedient to God and
to stay firmly committed to our belief in Jesus (Rev 12:17). Next week we will see some
more of the details of how these attacks work out in practice and where they come from.
But the scenes in this chapter remind us of the pivotal victory that Jesus has won, the power
that God has over the devil and the way he will continue to protect us. This trust in Jesus
and what he has accomplished is the basis for our hope, for our future, and the strength we
need for our perseverance.
Let’s continue to live in the realisation and the reality of it.

11 Two beasts (Rev 13:1-18)
11.1 Introduction
Last week, we thought about the woman and the dragon of chapter 12 and were reminded
of the truth that although Jesus Christ has won the victory the fight is still going on and, this
evening, we get some insights into how the dragon, the devil, continues to seek to bring
down the people of God.
Revelation 12 ends with the dragon going off to wage war and, here, we get to see two
agents he works through to try and achieve his purposes.
We get the picture of the dragon being the force behind the throne using two great beasts
to accomplish its purposes. We will see that the first beast represents the state in all its
authority and power while the second beast represents false teaching and prophecy which
causes people to trust in and worship the first beast, the state. Together, these three seek
to keep people away from following God.
It’s important for us, as church, to understand this and to be aware of what is going on
around us even today.
Before we get into it I just wanted to comment on a couple of details:
1. Our reading started with “the dragon stood on the shore of the sea”. If you have a
different translation with you (such as NRSV) this evening you might not have found
it – it sometimes appears as the last words of Rev 12
2. More significantly is the phrase in Rev 13:8 “from the creation of the world”. Some
versions have this referring to Christ “the Lamb who was slain from the creation of
the world” (NIV) while others have this referring to when people’s names were
written in his book “everyone whose name has not been written from the
foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slaughtered”
(NRSV). It could be either and both ideas are valid and spoken about elsewhere:
a. Rev 17:8 The beast, which you saw, once was, now is not, and yet will come
up out of the Abyss and go to its destruction. The inhabitants of the earth
whose names have not been written in the book of life from the creation of
the world will be astonished when they see the beast, because it once was,
now is not, and yet will come.
b. 1 Peter 1:19-20 but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish
or defect. He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed
in these last times for your sake.
So either meaning is possible and I’m happy to go with the ambiguity – that both
meanings may be meant here.

11.2 The first beast
Another fascinating description of something you wouldn’t want to meet on a dark night –
or any sort of night!

The beast comes up out of the sea – the place which speaks of chaos and opposition to God.
It has ten horns, seven heads, ten crowns – it is part leopard, part bear, part lion.
This imagery is drawn from Daniel 7 where Daniel sees a vision of four beasts coming up out
of the sea (Dan 7:3):





One was like a lion (Dan 7:4)
One was like a bear (Dan 7:5)
One was like a leopard – and it had four heads (Dan 7:6)
The last was most terrifying and had ten horns (Dan 7:7)

The four beasts are described as four kings (Dan 7:17) with the fourth one being different
and more powerful and taking authority over the whole earth and oppressing the people of
God (Dan 7:23-25)
This first beast in Revelation takes all of these things and brings them all together. The
power of the state across the whole world with a desire and the power to oppress God’s
people.
And the worrying thing is that it receives its power and throne and authority from the
dragon (Rev 13:2)
It was dealt a powerful blow when Jesus Christ was resurrected (and fulfilling what God said
to the serpent - “he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” (Genesis 3:15)) but it
has managed to recover from that and continues to exert its authority in the world for a
time (forty-two months – Rev 13:5 - which we were thinking about a couple of weeks ago –
the church age). And people worship the beast (Rev 13:8) and they worship the dragon who
is behind the beast (Rev 13:4).
And it is described as blaspheming God and slandering his name and his dwelling place (Rev
13:6) and fighting against God’s people and having the power to conquer them (Rev 13:7)
It’s a shocking and challenging picture of the rulers and nations of the world – with much of
the power structures in the world being opposed to God and seeking to damage his people
– and non-believers seem happy to go along with this and to support it.
We even see people saying things about the beast which should be reserved for God –
“Who is like the beast? Who can wage war against it?” (Rev 13:4) – as we thought about in
our call to worship.
Is this how we understand things? Do we need to see things differently?





Arguably the early years of communism demonstrate how state suppression can
operate and how everyone is forced to conform – and George Orwell wrote about
this in Animal Farm and 1984.
We saw similar things with Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein, Robert Mugabe and others
We are seeing it today in the rise of ISIS



And its worth asking how much we see this in what our government is doing, how
much we see this in the financial institutions and the multi-national organisations
which exert so much power and influence

11.3 The second beast
The second beast comes up out of the earth – just as Christ did at his resurrection.
It has two horns like a lamb – picking up ideas from Daniel 8 where another beast is
described and also comparing with the picture of Christ as the lamb in Rev 5:6 who had
seven horns.
Its focus and emphasis is on teaching people in the world to worship the first beast (Rev
13:12)
It performs amazing signs including bringing fire down from heaven (Rev 13:13) reminding
us of what we were thinking about a couple of weeks ago with Moses and Elijah
representing the two witnesses, the people of God.
It doesn’t just encourage people to worship the beast but it seeks to kill those who don’t
(Rev 13:15)
And it makes it difficult for people to live – to buy / sell – if they don’t carry the mark of the
beast (Rev 13:16-17)
It is about pushing forward the claims of the state to be central, to be in everything, and for
people to submit themselves to the authority of the state, to do what they are told, to fit in
– even where people consider themselves to be free






Richard Dawkins has been referred to as “the high priest of atheism” and is one of
many who seeks to draw people away from God and to depend on secular power
and influence
State-run media are prime examples of what we are talking about – where only what
the state wants is what gets published and spoken about
Terrorist attacks – such as those this week in Tunisia, France and Kuwait – are often
carried out to try and force people into a different way of living
Even free media in this country influences us in powerful ways and seeks to get us to
conform to particular ways of thinking – many of which seek to deny the church of
any ability to carry out the mission God has given it
Organisations for some time now have had “Human Resources” departments as
opposed to “Personnel” departments. A change of emphasis from being interested
in the individual to seeing how people can be used as assets for the good of the
company

11.4 The challenges they cause for God’s people
What does this mean for God’s people?


The governments and powers of this world are often against God’s people –
sometimes directly, sometimes subtly





o France is an example of a “secular state” – “The first article of our
constitution states that the Republic is indivisible, democratic, social and
secular” which will raise challenges for Christians seeking to make a
distinctive difference there
o National Secular Society in this country “works in the UK and Europe to
challenge the disproportionate influence of religion on governments and in
public life”
o Christians are encouraged to have a private faith and not to make a
difference in the public world – which is the total opposite of what we should
be doing
The state and its supporters encourage us to fit in and “belong” which can damage
our relationship with God
o Media makes so many assumptions about what is “normal”
o Advertising has such a big hold on people
o Consumerism drives so many things and dictates so many behaviours
They bring false teaching to confuse and deceive (Rev 13:14)
o And this is not just outside the church, it can happen within the church as
well where leaders and teachers speak wrong things about God and the
truths of the Gospel. One of the classic examples of this is the then Bishop of
Durham in 1984 casting doubt on the physical resurrection of Jesus. And
there are many others who would water down or seek to change the truth of
God’s word and the church is weaker as a result

And how are we to respond?



To recognise that we are sealed with the seal of God, that we are chosen, that we
are protected (Rev 13:8)
That we are called to patiently endure and be faithful (Rev 13:10)

11.5 The judgment on them – “666”
Just as “7” is often used to represent the person of God and is seen as perfect and complete
so “6” is less than that and speaks about humanity as under God – as being less than God.
And the same is true of this trio – three lots of incompleteness as they seek to replace God
in people’s minds and imagination
And so many people are prepared to go along with this and to agree to a life which is substandard, subject to evil authority and not what they are created to enjoy.

11.6 Conclusion
As per Rev 12, the devil is active in the world and seeking to wage war against God’s people
– and he has two agents to help him: the state and the near-religious framework that goes
around it, and can filter into church life as well.
And in many cases he seems to be doing a good job. I received an email earlier this week
from the Evangelical Alliance with the headline – “just one in four people still believe
religion is a force for good in the world”.

We are called to recognise the reality of what is going on around us, to be aware of it, to
stand against it and to continue to live as God’s people even as we come under attack and
challenge.
And we are called to rejoice in what we will see next week – in response to people taking
the mark of the beast – when we will be reminded of the Lamb standing with his people
with his name, and the name of God, on their foreheads (Rev 14:1). It is the response to the
challenge of the dragon and his agents, it is the confirmation of the victory of Jesus and his
protecting care through these difficult times and it should give us confidence as we stand
against the evil we find in the world.

12 The Lamb and the harvest (Rev 14:1-20)
12.1 Outline of the passage
We’re going to have two goes at this passage the first evening – in the first one we’ll look at
the passage itself, how it hangs together and what it is saying. In the second we’ll think
about some of the implications for us as God’s people.
The last few chapters have presented challenging and difficult messages for the church –
just like successive sets in a tennis match where your opponent is putting you under great
pressure and you can find it difficult to see a way out.
Rev 11 spoke about the challenge of being trampled by the Gentiles and being eventually
defeated by a beast, Rev 12 warned of having to face a dragon out to destroy us while in
Revelation 13 we encountered the two beasts through whom the dragon works out his
purposes.
Now, in this chapter, we come to welcome words of encouragement for God’s people – that
all will be well, that they are secure, that God will triumph and he will judge those who have
opposed his people. What a blessing these words must have been to the small, struggling
churches to whom John wrote as they experienced the pressure of living in a world which
was against them and as they were encouraged to look to a glorious future as we are given
some insights into what will happen at the end of the church age.
12.1.1 The Lamb with His people
In response to the beast and those who wore his mark – we see the Lamb standing on the
place of God’s presence with his sealed and protected people. None of the attacks of the
dragon and the beasts have affected this – the Lamb is victorious and his people are secure
The “water and thunder” (of Rev 14:2) is repeated in Rev 19:6 as the people rejoice that
God reigns and rejoices to welcome his people
The “new song” (Rev 14:3) takes us back to the song which the four living creatures and the
elders sang in Rev 5:9. Now they are joined by God’s redeemed people in worshipping the
Lamb. Only those who have been redeemed by the Lamb can join in His praise and worship
And a number of things are said about this people – which should be a challenge to us all:





Did not defile themselves with women – not literally (marriage relationships are
spoken of highly in the Bible) but speaking about people who did not follow the
immoral practices in the world
Followed the Lamb
Offered as firstfruits to God and to the Lamb
No lies / blameless- speaks of high moral character and behaviour

We’ll come back to these later on.

12.1.2 The pronouncement of three angels
Rev 14:6-7 has a warning of God’s impending judgement – something the world needs to
hear and recognise. Things will not continue as they are, God will bring it to an end and will
judge.
Rev 14:8 has a statement that the world systems have been defeated and overthrown and it
is referred to with the name “Babylon”. The first time “Babylon” is mentioned here in
Revelation – but it will appear again another five times. It was the place where God’s people
were taken into exile and symbolises the wickedness of the world.
Rev 14:9-11 has a warning of judgment on those who have turned against God and followed
the ideas of this world – a realisation that this has consequences and will result in
punishment. We’ll look at what this actually means in more detail in a month’s time but it
does show that there are two sides – and that those who choose to follow the beast as
opposed to following Jesus will be punished in some way. Surely an encouragement to us all
to continue to speak to people about Jesus and point them to Him.
12.1.3 Scenes of judgment
The pronouncement of the angels are followed by scenes of judgment starting with “One
like a son of man” (Rev 14:14) seated on a cloud – speaks about Jesus (with imagery from
Daniel 7:13)
He is waiting for the time of harvest – which so often in the Bible speaks of judgment.
Two harvests – one in Rev 14:16 and one in Rev 14:18-20)
Two theories:
1. First harvest is of the believers being brought home and second is of unbelievers
who come under the wrath of God
2. Both speak of judgment – one is a general description while the other goes into
more detail
Lots of debate over this and it is unclear – what is clear is that there will be a final judgment
and God’s justice will be seen and those who have opposed him will be punished.
So that’s basically what this passage is saying – that God’s people will be secure, that God
will bring everything to a close and he will act in final judgment on those who have allied
themselves to the dragon and the beasts.

12.2 Implications for God’s people
Even as the chapter speaks about the future it does provide hints as to how we should live
as we continue to serve and to wait and I want to highlight some of them briefly.
Some from Revelation 14:4-5 and some from Revelation 14:12

12.2.1 Revelation 14:4-5
The redeemed people of God are spoken of as those who are undefiled, those who follow
the Lamb wherever he goes, those who don’t lie and are blameless
This is how they will be seen at the end of time as they rejoice in the presence of the Lamb,
this is what they will be through the cleansing work of Jesus.
And we should be seeking to live this way as we wait for the promised return of Jesus.
The problem of defilement was real in some of the churches to which John was writing – to
the church in Sardis who were condemned for being dead (Rev 3:1) he spoke about them
having a few people who had not “soiled their clothes” (Rev 3:4) and the blessing they
would receive.
A very strong call here to keep ourselves pure from all the things in the world in which we
live that would seek to taint us and damage us.
And these people are also described as those who “follow the Lamb wherever he goes”.
Jesus called on his people to deny themselves, to “take up their cross daily” and to follow
him (Luke 9:23). And he still calls on his people to do the same – to not get caught up with
the things we think are important but to be prepared to pick up the symbols of shame and
suffering and death and to be found in those places in the world where Jesus is present and
at work.
And these people who are not defiled, these people who follow the Lamb are described as
being purchased and “offered as firstfruits”. These were offering of the “first fruits” of
harvest – grain and fruits – which were given to God as a recognition that he owned
everything. And the people were told that the “best of the firstfruits” (Ex 23:19) were to be
selected and brought and offered to God. There was to be nothing wrong with them – they
were to be the best that they had and willingly offered to God as a sacrifice and an act of
worship.
This sense of “the best” is picked up here where the people described as firstfruits are
spoken of as having “no lies” and being “blameless”.
So here in these couple of verses we see a description of God’s people as those who keep
themselves pure, as those who follow Jesus and associate themselves with him, as those
who give of their best to God and live holy lives for God.
12.2.2 Revelation 14:12
Here – after seeing something of the judgment of God against those who follow the beast –
God’s people are called to “patiently endure”. That time of judgment is still in the future and
they are experiencing difficulties and suffering and persecution and so they are called to be
patient, to be strong, to trust - not to fall into the temptation of going along with the forces
of the world to have an easier life. And in many ways the warnings of judgment here are to

keep God’s people committed to him and to not fall away, to not deny Jesus but instead to
be faithful to Him.
This is the seventh and final time in Revelation that the endurance of God’s people is
mentioned – it is a key theme in Revelation as vision after vision spells out some of the
challenges they will face and the persecution they will suffer and they are called to endure.




In Rev 1:9 John, as he introduces the letter, speaks about how he is with his readers
in having to patiently endure through trials and suffering
In the letters to the seven churches there are four references to endurance –
commending them for endurance and encouraging them to continue in it
In Rev 13:10 and here in Rev 14:12 there is a call to endure – and in these chapters it
has been spelt out more fully some of the challenges which God’s people will face
and the corresponding endurance which is needed

They are called to endure which is defined here as keeping God’s commands and remaining
faithful to Jesus.
And as I have been thinking about these verses I became more and more aware that this is
one of those things which is easy to read and to understand but is much more difficult to do.
We are called to keep God’s commands. When I was working at HP I often had to do what
my boss asked me to do. This involved a number of things:





I needed to listen to what he was saying – and that could change as his priorities
would change depending on what was going on
I sometimes needed to interpret it as he wasn’t always very clear!
I needed to take what he had said and apply it to the particular situations and
conversations I found myself in
I often needed to report back to him to explain how I had carried out what he asked
me to do

And it is similar – but not the same – in what we are being called to do in being obedient to
God’s commands:






We need to listen to Him. He has shown us so much of himself in his word, he speaks
to us through His Spirit within us but are we, am I, really prepared to take the time to
listen to what God is saying to us today so that we are in step with what God is doing
and what he is asking of us?
I sometimes needed to work to understand what my boss was saying – sometimes I
realised that he was going down the wrong track and I had to steer him into the right
way. With God we have complete confidence that what he is doing, and what he is
asking of us, is right but we still sometimes need to do the work to really understand
what he is saying. Sometimes it might not seem clear but it is important that we are
prepared to really seek his will and purposes for us – and, sometimes, talking things
over with others can really help with this
And then we need to take God’s commands and words to us and apply them to our
particular situation – and these are different for each of us and change for each of us
– and so we need to be thinking carefully about how God’s word should be taken



forward in the context in which we are living today (recognising that the application
may be different tomorrow or next week)
And we need to take the time to come and report back to God – to speak about what
has happened, what has gone well, where we have missed up. To commit it to him
and ask for his continued leading and guiding. I find a great discipline is to come to
God at the end of the day and review the day with him and commit it to him

And then we are called to be faithful to Jesus. Again thinking of my ex-boss at HP with
whom I had a great relationship. I trusted that he had a clear plan for what he was trying to
do and he was looking for me and my colleagues to be part of it. He couldn’t achieve what
he was trying to do without us being part of his plan, and being committed to him.
God is clearly able to do whatever he chooses with or without us but he has chosen to do
much of his work through his people. And so for that work to be carried out we need to be
committed to Him, we need to be faithful to Jesus – to live as he calls us, to go where he
sends us, to seek his purposes and not our own.
This is something of what it means to be faithful? Are we prepared to be those people?
Are we prepared to “patiently endure” whatever is asked of us?

13 The final plagues (Rev 15-16)
We know, and rejoice in, the amazing and wonderful truth that God is love – that this, in
many ways, defines his character and causes him to act in the way that he does including
sending his son as a sacrifice for us (1 John 4:7-12).
But this is not the focus of our passage this evening – in fact, I only find one verse in
Revelation which speaks of God loving (Rev 20:9) – rather it focuses on the greatness of
God, his holiness, his wrath, his judgment. It speaks of a God who, finally, acts against those
who have refused him, rejected his son and chosen to follow the evil dragon, the beasts,
and the systems of this world.

13.1 Wrath of God
And the central theme is the wrath of God being acted out in these plagues that are sent on
the land (Rev 16:2), the sea (Rev 16:3), the rivers (Rev 16:4), the sun (Rev 16:8-9), the throne
of the beast (Rev 16:10), the “great river” (Rev 16:12) and the air (Rev 6:17) – different areas
where people and systems oppose God and, so, are subject to his judgment.
Just as we have seen in earlier visions of plague and judgment, the punishments spoken of
here relate to what has been happening through all of church history culminating in the final
punishment when God defeats all the systems that oppose him and his wrath is poured out
on Babylon that great symbol of oppression and evil (Rev 16:19) – and we’ll see more details
of that next week.
This idea of God’s wrath is not a new one – but one that many people, both believers and
non-believers – have forgotten, ignore, or never realised.










The wrath of God was poured out on his people when they complained about
something they thought Moses and Aaron had done and, in response, God sent a
plague on them which killed 14,700 people (Numbers 16:41-50)
Samuel spoke of the wrath that God had against his enemies, the Amalekites, and
how he was calling on His people to execute judgment on them (1 Samuel 28:18)
Hezekiah, one of the kings of God’s people, repented of his pride which resulted in
God’s wrath not being poured out on the people during his reign (2 Chron 32:26)
The Psalmist speaks of God being a righteous judge and one who “displays his wrath
every day” (Ps 7:11)
Isaiah recognised that God would act in wrath and judgment towards his enemies
and those who oppose Him (Is 59:18)
Daniel recognised that the sins and the failings of the people of God had caused his
wrath to fall upon them and prayed that God would turn it aside (Dan 9:15-16)
John’s Gospel makes it clear that those who believe in Jesus have eternal life while
those who reject Him stay under the wrath of God (John 3:36)
Paul speaks about:
o God’s wrath being seen against those who are godless and wicked (Rom 1:18)



o God’s wrath coming on those who are disobedient (Eph 5:6)
o God’s wrath coming against those who follow their earthly and sinful natures
(Colossians 3:5-6)
And earlier in Revelation we have seen God’s wrath being poured out on those in
this world who have refused to respond to God and what Jesus has done (Rev 6:1617)

So it’s not a new idea but something which God has continually made clear is going to be
the consequences of continuing to oppose him or to refuse his gracious offer of mercy.
And here in these two chapters we see some of the outworking of this as in these plagues
“God’s wrath is completed” (Rev 15:1). Not that this means that the plagues exhaust or
bring to an end the wrath of God. The devil, the beast, the false prophet, and all whose
names are not found in the book of life are yet to be thrown into the lake of fire (Rev 19:20;
20:10) but they are the final warnings to the world. If people continue to refuse to listen, to
heed, to respond to God, then all that is left will be final judgment – the judgement we see
towards the end of this series of plagues and we will see in subsequent chapters.

13.2 Praise of God
But before the outpouring of this wrath there is a vision of those who had been redeemed,
standing by the sea of glass in God’s presence and worshipping Him. These are people who
have been victorious over the beast and all those who would oppose God and are now
rejoicing in heaven. And they sing the song of “Moses and the Lamb” (Rev 15:3) reminding
us of God’s deliverance of his people from Egypt through Moses and the greater deliverance
accomplished by Christ.
And it’s interesting that this crowd of people sing the song of Moses because as we look at
the plagues of wrath we are reminded of the plagues that Moses called down on Egypt and
the way in which Pharaoh continued to refuse to oppose God just as people continue to do
today (Rev 16:11). The echoes of that continue through history as people find different ways
to oppose God and his purposes.
But having come through that, these redeemed people sing and, as they do so, they
recognised some of the greatness of God (Rev 15:3-4) and these are things that we too can
rejoice in:




They recognised that this “Lord God Almighty” did great and marvellous things and
that the things he does are just and true. These are some of the attributes of God
that bring stability and order and dependability to the entire universe – we know
that things will work the way they do because our creator God is who He is. We
know that justice will eventually triumph and we know that truth will be recognised
They recognised that he was “king of the nations” – and we rejoice that the ultimate
power and authority in the universe is found in our God and in his Son. Whatever
powers seek to oppose him, whatever systems put themselves in place they are
ultimately subject to God and he will reign. The Psalmist reminds us of kings and





rulers who rise up and come together to oppose God – and God is spoken of as
laughing at them, scoffing them and rebuking them (Ps 2:1-5). His is the ultimate
authority and even when systems come together to fight against him – as we see
predicted under the sixth bowl of wrath – our God will be victorious
They recognised that God is the one to be feared (treated with reverence) and
glorified because he is the holy one. One who is separate but calls us, as holy people,
to live in relationship with him
And they recognised that the final end of things is that all will recognise the power
and authority of God and will come to worship before him

And it is within this context – of the warning of punishment and the praise of God’s
redeemed people – that the temple is opened to reveal seven angels prepared to bring
God’s judgment to the world and to pour out God’s wrath on those who would oppose him.
And they are sent (Rev 16:1) and they go to act in judgment against evil forces and to seek
to cause people to repent and turn back to God before it is too late.

13.3 Implications for us
And these chapters tell us that, for those who believe in Jesus, there is a day coming when
we will be rescued and redeemed from this difficult world and be able to rejoice in God’s
presence and sing his praises.
But these chapters also tell us that God continues to work throughout human history, to
point out to people the error of their ways and to bring down those systems and authorities
that stand against him. That work is not yet complete but it will be some day – and while it
is incomplete there is still opportunity for people to repent and to turn back to him.
And surely part of our responsibility towards those who are still outside of Christ is to be
able to explain some of the context behind what is going on in the world, to point out to
people that God is at work and that his offer of mercy is still available.
As people suffer in so many ways, we are told that they refuse to repent and glorify God
(Rev 16:9) but rather continue to curse him and cry out against him (Rev 10:11) and prepare
to do battle with him (Rev 16:14, 16) until the final punishment arrives and they still persist
in cursing God (Rev 16:19-21).
And we see this many times as people blame God for things that go wrong in their lives but
have no thought for him at other times; as we speak about “acts of God” as things which
cause damage and disaster; as people ask “where is God in this” when disaster strikes even
when it is carried out by evil people. Part of our responsibility as those who are trusting in
God is to have a deeper discernment regarding what is going on and to seek to encourage
people – even in their suffering – to reach out to God and to seek forgiveness and blessing.
We know that our final destiny is one of blessing and peace with God – are we prepared to
come alongside others and invite them to join us?

14 Babylon and her judgment (Rev 17-18)
In this powerful passage John is introduced to a woman – referred to with a terrible title:
The name written on her forehead was a mystery: BABYLON THE GREAT THE MOTHER OF PROSTITUTES
AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH. (Revelation 17:5)
and described as one who committed adultery with the rulers of the earth (Rev 17:2) and
who became drunk with the blood of God’s people, those who stayed faithful to Jesus (Rev
17:6).
We saw a hint of this event taking place in Rev 14:8 but here we are provided with many
more details. But to understand who this woman is and what the symbols in this passage
mean we need to trace the story of Babylon throughout the Bible.

14.1 Babylon in the Bible
The first reference to Babylon is in Genesis 10:10 where it is shown as the first kingdom of
Nimrod – a descendant of Ham who had been cursed by his father (Gen 9:25).
In the following chapter we find the story of people building a tower to try to reach heaven
so they could make a name for themselves (Gen 11:4) as opposed to filling the earth as God
had called them to (Gen 9:1). This place, called Babel (Gen 11:9), is the same word as
Babylon and the first city spoken of as being in rebellion against God.
We next come across it in 2 Kings 17:24 as the people of Israel are being exiled for their sin
(2 Kings 17:6-7) and the land resettled by people from other nations including Babylon.
While these people did worship God for a time they introduced their own practices
including the worship of idols (2 Kings 17:24-41).
Then, as Babylon rose to become the great world power of its day, they attacked Judah and
Jerusalem (2 Kings 24:1) until eventually they defeated it and took the people away into
exile (2 Kings 25:8-11) where they stayed for many years until returning home with Ezra
(Ezra 2:1).
Isaiah, recognising the harm that Babylon had done to the people, prophesied about a time
when people would be able to say “Babylon has fallen” (Is 21:9) – which we see finally
coming about in Rev 18:2.
So we get a sense of a place which has continually opposed itself against God, whose people
have introduced false worship practices, have taken God’s people away into exile and have
oppressed many nations. It speaks of world powers which set themselves up against God
and seek to operate in a way that does not take God into account. As such it isn’t limited to
a particular place or to a time in history but its persona is adopted by different groups at
different times.

14.2 The wider context
At the time John was writing, the Roman Empire was the major world power – with the
reference to the seven hills in Rev 17:9 probably referring to the city of Rome, which was
built on seven hills. But the meaning is much wider than that. The seven heads of the beast
(Rev 17:3) upon which the woman sat are identified as seven kings (Rev 17:10) some who
have reigned, one who was reigning and one who was yet to rule – speaking of the
kingdoms of the world throughout history. Those kingdoms which so often set themselves
against God and persecute God’s people when they do not conform to their will or submit
to their claims.
And the woman, Babylon, is seen as sitting above these authorities and powers,
encouraging the awful things they do and inciting them to engage in immoral and unhealthy
behaviour. A powerful indictment against the evil forces behind much that goes on in our
world and one which challenges us to look with fresh eyes at the authorities and systems
that govern it and influence our lives in so many ways, as they are spoken about as giving
their authority to the beast and seeking to oppose God’s Lamb (Rev 17:13-14).

14.3 Reflecting on world trade
When Babylon falls those who had been associated with her will weep and mourn (Rev 18:910) and those who had traded with her will do the same as there is no longer anyone to buy
their goods (Rev 18:11-17). These merchants don’t care for Babylon but they do care for
their lost profits.
The items at the beginning of the lists (Rev 18:12) – the purple & scarlet, the gold, precious
stones & pearls, the fine linen are reminders of the description of the woman, of Babylon
(Rev 17:4, 18:16) and this just reinforces the point that so much of the luxury trade in the
world was to support an evil system that was opposed to God.
Many of the other items represent the extravagance that characterised Rome as the empire
exploited conquered states around the world and plundered everything that was valuable
so they could use it to their own ends – even including the terrible trade in human beings
forced to live as slaves.
And a few moments reflection makes us realise that this is not just a statement about the
ancient world but a very real reality in the world in which we live. A world whose resources
are exploited by a few while many starve and have nowhere to call home, no way to support
their families, nowhere to turn, no-one to care for them. A world where people are
exploited and millions are trafficked to be used by those who would control them. And we
are forced to consider whether the trade we are involved in, even as consumers, is positive
– or even neutral – or whether it has really negative impacts on other people and the
wonderful world God created and entrusted to our care.

14.4 The destiny of Babylon
As we think about the systems that “Babylon” represent and as we seek to understand how
this is worked out in our context today we are reminded that these systems are not

permanent but they will be destroyed. Sometimes this seems so unlikely as we look at the
awesome power in the hands of the rulers of our world, the influence of those who lead our
multi-national corporations, the power of ideologies and constructs such as “the market” or
“the state”, the ability to influence and control people’s thinking held by the media and
those involved in marketing, the lure of entertainment and celebrity that captivates so
many.
But our passage here tells us that, in God’s timing and under his control, those systems that
oppose Him and work against His people will be destroyed “in one day” (Rev 18:8), in “one
hour” (Rev 18:10, 17, 19). These are not literal periods of time but rather an indication that
when God chooses to act he will do so quickly and completely and there will be no defence
against Him at that time. He will act, He will overcome and these systems will be thrown
down and the heavens and all those who are faithful to God will rejoice as they see this
come to pass (Rev 18:20).

14.5 The call to God’s people
How then are we, as God’s people, to live in this world with so much that is evil and
opposed to God, and as we wait for the time when these systems will be over-turned?
We are called to “come out of her” so that we do not take part in her sins (Rev 18:4).
This calls for us to be people of discernment – to be aware of what is going on in the world,
to understand what is being done in our name by those we elect as leaders, to be aware
when companies we do business with are exploiting people in different countries, to
recognise that people we meet in the streets may be here against their will and living in
really difficult situations.
And it calls us to move beyond being aware of what is going on to choosing to do something
about it – and for each of us this may mean something different:







to not buy things from companies that are behaving unethically but to buy from
those which trade ethically
for our voting patterns to not just take into account our personal needs but the
greater world and God’s plan for it
to seek to help those who are being exploited
to engage actively in politics and to seek to change things
to not work for a company with corrupt business practices
to think carefully about any investments we make and what that money is
supporting

Are we prepared to do the work to be separate from the systems that are corrupting and
polluting our world? Are we prepared to honour the call of our God who, through the
centuries, calls on His people to be holy as He is holy (Lev 19:2)? It may cost us, it probably
will, but it would enable us to honour God’s call to “come out of her” and to not be tainted
by the world in which we live but rather to make a positive impact as salt and light.

15 The victory of God (Rev 19:1-21)
15.1 Revelation 19:1-10
John starts the description of his next vision with the words “After this”.
After the events that we were thinking about last week as we saw the way in which the
systems of the world – represented by the woman or Babylon – were defeated and cast
down.
But also, to some degree, after all the other trials and tribulations that have been described
which will afflict and torment God’s people (though they’re not finally sorted until next
week’s vision!).
“After this” – people will shout and roar and praise and recognise that God reigns.
For those of us here this evening who are going through difficulty or suffering or sorrow or
uncertainty – there is an “after this” where we see that God is supreme and everything will
be restored.
When looking at this passage I found out something which surprised me – this is the only
place in the New Testament where the word “Hallelujah” (“Praise God”) is used – and it is
used here four times in just six verses.
And the only other place we find it in the Bible is in the Psalms where it appears 21 times
and is typically used to introduce, or conclude, a song of praise to God. We read the first (Ps
104:1) and the last (Ps 150:6) of these in our call to worship at the start of the service.
And I get the sense here in Revelation that heaven recognises that God has done something
amazing and responds in praise and worship. Let’s look briefly at what is going on and what
God will do.
In Rev 19:1-2 we see that God has judged the systems of the world, he has found their
behaviour wanting and has acted to avenge the terrible things that were done to his
servants. Yes, there are many things that humanity has done to corrupt and spoil the good
world that God has made but He will judge and put things right. And then in Rev 19:3 there
is a sense that this judgment is not just a temporary injunction but something that is
permanent and settled and final.
And the response of the elders and living creatures (Rev 19:4) – to whom we were
introduced in Rev 4 (Rev 4:4, 6) is to fall down in worship and to cry out in praise to God in
recognition for what he has done, for his justice, for his salvation, for his glory and power.
And then the final “Hallelujah” (Rev 19:6) heralds in a song of triumph and of anticipation:


A loud and public statement that “our” Lord God Almighty reigns (Rev 19:6). He is
the one with ultimate power and authority, he has acted to remove the systems
which stand against him, and he is “our God”. The one we have trusted, the one we




have committed ourselves to has shown himself more powerful than any other and
has established his kingdom – and we are part of that kingdom
A call to rejoice, to be glad, to give glory to God (Rev 19:7) – to recognise who God is,
to celebrate his goodness, to praise him and worship Him. And, one day, we will be
part of that song of praise. This is in our future
And then there is an announcement of a wedding (Rev 19:7-8) – and this has the
idea of Jesus seeing the church as his bride (and previously God speaking of the
people of Israel in this way) and now coming to claim her. And he gives her what she
needs – robes of righteousness – to be with him and to be part of all that is going on.

And then an angel tells John that those who are invited to this wedding will be blessed (Rev
19:9). And in the rich imagery which John uses we see the church referred to as both the
bride and the guests at the wedding! And this theme is picked up again in chapter 21 (Rev
21:2, 9) and chapter 22 (Rev 22:17).
When the systems of this world have been defeated and overthrown, when God has
demonstrated his righteousness and judgment the response in heaven is one of rejoicing
and praise. God has shown himself to be supreme and his people have been vindicated for
committing themselves to him and staying faithful to him through many difficult times and
challenges. And his people enter into all that Jesus has made possible, to be fully and
completely united with him and to celebrate what he has achieved.
And this is our future and we can rejoice in that.
But I was drawn to one particular phrase in the middle of the celebration – that “his bride
has made herself ready” (Rev 19:7). A lot of preparation goes into a wedding as some of us
know very well! And the bride particularly (although grooms make an effort as well) do
everything to ensure that they are prepared and ready for this pivotal moment in their lives.
This phrase picks up some words from Isaiah 61:10 which speaks about how God is going to
restore his people and to put things right
I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul rejoices in my God. For he has clothed me with
garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom adorns his
head like a priest, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. (Isaiah 61:10)
There are two things going on here – we are being clothed in the righteousness that comes
from God and at the same time we are seeking to live lives of righteousness as we prepare
ourselves to meet with Jesus. And these things go together – we need to accept the
cleansing and forgiveness and justification that can only come from God, and we need to
apply it and work it out in our lives.
In this way we will be preparing ourselves for the return of Jesus.
I know sometimes brides are a few minutes late to a wedding but how awful it would be if
the moment arrived and they realised that they were just not ready to meet their groom –
the one they loved and the one who loved them.

Let’s seek to live to be ready for Jesus so we will be fully prepared to enter into the songs of
triumph and praise and to enjoy the celebration into which he will welcome us.

15.2 Revelation 19:11-21
And just as we were beginning to think that everything had been resolved and that rejoicing
had broken out we are plunged back into another vision of conflict and battle.
And what is actually happening here is that the forces of evil which we have seen over the
last few chapters are being rolled back in the reverse order to which they were introduced.




In Rev 12 we saw the dragon / serpent (Rev 12:3) opposed to God’s people
In Rev 13 we saw two beasts (Rev 13:1, 11) who act as agents for the dragon
And then in Rev 17 we see the woman (Rev 17:3) representing the evil structures of
the world



The woman was defeated and thrown down during Rev 18 which was celebrated at
the beginning of Rev 19 (Rev 19:1-11)
Now we see the two beasts being overcome (Rev 19:19-20)
And next week we will see the serpent himself being defeated (Rev 20:10) and then
it will be finally done and God’s kingdom will be fully present




There is a clear sense that God is in control and will fully work out and accomplish his
purposes.
And we get this picture of two powerful armies preparing to meet in conflict – one led by a
great rider on a white horse followed by the armies of heaven and preparing to meet the
armies of the beast and the kings of the earth.
And from the description of the rider on the white horse it is Jesus Christ himself:






He is described as “Faithful and True” (Rev 19:11) – the one who will fulfil his
promise of judging the wicked and demonstrate his victory to his faithful followers
The one whose name is “the word of God” (Rev 19:13) – a title which we see used
for Jesus elsewhere. The one who spoke God’s word, the one who revealed God to
us
The one whose eyes were like blazing fire and who had a sharp sword coming out of
his mouth (Rev 19:12,15) – a vision which we saw before in Rev 1:14,16 which
speaks of his holiness and justice
The one who will rule (Rev 19:15)
The one who will execute God’s justice (Rev 19:15)

The vision is clearly that of Christ in power and majesty and authority but one aspect of the
description is a little confusing!



In Rev 20:11 we are told his name is “Faithful and True”
In Rev 20:13 we are told that his name is the “Word of God”




In Rev 20:16 we are told that he has the name “King of Kings and Lord of Lords”
written on him
But then in Rev 20:12 we are told that he has a name written on him that only he
knows

How does this all come together? What does it actually tell us?
In the ancient world it was believed that everyone had a hidden name that contained their
true character – and knowing that name gave you power over them. And so the full name
and reality of who Jesus is will be kept secret and secure until he is finally revealed in all his
glory – but we are given some insight into his character as he is revealed as faithful & true,
the word of God, king of kings & lord of lords. But there are still things we don’t know about
Jesus which will be revealed in the future and we – in some amazing way – will share in
them with him.
And this takes us back to the letter to the church at Pergamum which has:
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes,
I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name
written on it, known only to him who receives it. (Revelation 2:17)
So this majestic, powerful, incredible person rides out to war at the head of his armies – but
even before battle is joined there is a proclamation (Rev 19:17-18) that the beast’s armies
will be defeated and we see this happening as the beast is captured along with the false
prophet without the hint of a fight (Rev 19:20). Jesus is totally triumphant and victorious as
these agents of Satan are defeated and punished (Rev 19:20)
On the cross Jesus totally defeated the devil and sin and death but this was not recognised
by many and the agents of the devil continued to work and exert influence – and continue
to do so today.
But here in Rev 19 we get to see that there will be a time when these agents are defeated so
that they won’t trouble the world and God’s people any longer. This is what we can look
forward to as we wait for the return of Jesus
And with these thoughts in mind let’s come and prepare to share communion together.

16 1,000 year reign and final judgment (Rev
20:1-15)
16.1 Introduction
I thought it would be a good time to have a look at our bubble diagram which we have used
on a number of occasions to see where we have been and to see where we have got to this
evening.

After the introduction and the letters to the churches we have looked at many different
visions which present – in different ways and with different emphases – insight into what is
happening during the church age.
And this evening, we look at the last of these (Millennium – Rev 20:1-6) and also move on to
look at what happens next, what happens at the end of time (Final judgment & victory of
God – Rev 20:7-15).
So our focus – over the next few weeks – is going to be moving to the wonderful things that
God has in store for his people but, we are just going to have one more look at what is
happening now.
And it is worth recognising that two of the things which we are going to look at this evening:



The 1,000 year reign (Rev 20:2, 5, 6)
And what happens to those who have rejected God (Rev 20:15)

Have divided, and continue to divide, Christian thinking in really significant ways. Each of
these topics can be looked at in very different ways and people have argued powerfully for
very different things - from their understanding of the Bible and of God.
We’ll touch on some of them this evening but the debate and discussions will continue to
rage – and if you want to explore any of them further please talk with me afterwards.

16.2 The 1,000 years (Rev 20:1-6)
In the first six verses of this chapter we are presented with a powerful narrative:





An angel comes down from heaven (Rev 20:1)
He seizes the dragon / devil / Satan, ties him up, throws him into a pit and covers it
over to stop him deceiving the nations for a thousand years (Rev 20:2-3)
During this thousand years those who have been killed for their faith in Jesus, those
who have died trusting in him are restored to life and reign with Christ (Rev 20:4, 6)
Those who die without Christ are not restored to life during this time (Rev 20:5)

And we are left wondering with questions as to what this 1,000 years represent, when will it
take place and what will happen at the end of it?
And there are three major views on what this period is and where it fits within church
history.
You know that there are events which take place within a family which you always
remember – which are fixed in your minds as you look back on them. For us, one of those
events was in a Baptist Church in Scotland in 2,000 when we were in a service and the
preacher was trying to explain these things to us. He took a long time and it was quite
painful!
So, briefly, the three views are these:




That at some stage in the future Christ will return and set up his kingdom and the
1,000 year reign will start (this is known as premillennialism – where Jesus returns to
usher in the 1,000 years)
That the church will have such a positive influence on the world that there will be a
1,000 year period of peace and blessing after which Christ will return (this is known
as postmillennialism)
That the 1,000 years isn’t to be taken literally but rather to refer to “a long time” and
that it is another way of thinking of the church age – from the resurrection of Jesus
until his return. This is known as amillennialism.

And the way in which we have approached our study on Revelation is very much in line with
an amillennial viewpoint – that it is telling the story of what is going on in the church in
many different ways, and that very few of the numbers should be taken literally.
So, if this is another way of thinking about the church age, what does it tell us?
And it actually tells us a number of important things:




That, in some way, Satan is bound and his influence is restrained. This is clearly not
total, as we have been thinking in the last few chapters of the influence he is
exerting both directly and through his agents. But (Rev 20:3) there is a limit to how
much he can deceive and influence – and this limit is imposed by God
That during this period, Christians who die will be found in heaven as spirits and
reigning with Christ (Rev 20:4). Physical bodies come later but there is this assurance




that fellow-believers who have died are in the presence of Jesus and enjoying that
with him
That during this period, non-believers who die are not aware and not alive – but
there is the suggestion that they will be, in some way, at the end of the church age)
At the end of this period, at the end of the church age, Satan will be released and
able to exercise fully his influence to deceive and to unite against God (Rev 20:7-8)

So this is the context, the time between, in which we are living. This is a broad overview of
what is going on during the church age as we wait for the return of Jesus. It gives us hope, it
gives us confidence, it gives us assurance – but it also causes concern for those who die
without knowing Christ.

16.3 The judgment of Satan (Rev 20:7-10)
The devil, having been released and raised up a powerful army, is simply and finally
defeated as fire comes down from heaven (Rev 20:9)
He is thrown into the “lake of burning sulphur” where he, along with his agents, will be
tormented and punished forever (Rev 20:10).
And here we see the final judgment of the one who sought to oppose God as we saw in
Revelation 12 (Rev 12:7-8). And we see how fire, as on many other occasions, is used to
demonstrate God’s judgment on sin and those who would oppose him.
The idea of being tormented forever suggests that the devil is a real, personal being, not just
an evil influence as some would suggest. And the punishment of his agents, in the same
way, suggest the demonic forces behind some of the world systems with these fallen angels
now being punished.
They will never deceive the nations nor harm God’s people ever again.

16.4 The judgment of the dead (Rev 20:11-15)
And then towards the end of the chapter we get another of the accounts in Revelation of
the final judgment for unbelievers.
We have seen earlier accounts of this in:



Revelation 6:16-17 – where people tried to hide from the “face of him who sits on
the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb”
Revelation 14:14-20 – where there is the picture of the earth being harvested for
judgment

And we will see it referred to again in Rev 21:8
And this is sobering, it is hard, it is difficult – but we need to engage with it and try to
understand what is being said.
The first thing we see is a throne with someone sitting on it. There are 44 references to
thrones in Revelation with various people having them – but the central and most

consistent image of a single throne with someone seated upon it is of God himself and that
is what we have here. God, seated on a throne, ready to judge those who have refused the
offer of salvation which he made possible through the sacrifice of His Son.
And we see “the dead” (Rev 20:12) – those who did not come to life during the 1,000 years
(Rev 20:5) – being brought into the presence of God for judgment.
And we see “the books” being opened (Rev 20:12) with particular focus on the “book of life”
Daniel spoke about people whose names were found “written in the book” (Dan 12:1) being
delivered. This is referred to as “the Lamb’s book of life” (Rev 13:8) and signifies those who
are have entered into a saving relationship with Jesus. And those who have not are those
who will be judged, found wanting, and “thrown into the lake of fire” (Rev 20:15)
And, knowing, caring for and loving people who are currently outside of a relationship with
Christ I struggle to read these verses and to say these words – and I doubt if I anyone else
here this evening would be any different. But this gives us a responsibility to try and really
understand what they are saying and how we should respond.
What is this lake of fire, what does it signify, what happens to people who end up there?





It is easy, and probably right, to see it as another way of referring to hell – even
though “hell” itself isn’t mentioned in Revelation. Jesus spoke about “the fire of hell”
(Matt 5:22) and being “thrown into hell” (Matt 5:29) so the imagery and language is
similar and are probably referring to the same thing
There is nothing said here about how long people will be there but Revelation 14:911 suggests (though there are different ways of looking at it) that it will be forever
Like most symbols in Revelation, probably best to not take it literally as a place of
burning fire but more about a place of separation from God

And, as I mentioned earlier, understanding what this – and related passages mean – is
another area which really divides Christian thinking.





For many years, mainstream Christian teaching was that this referred to a place of
suffering that would go on for ever
Some argue that the imagery of fire and “second death” (Rev 21:8) speaks about
someone ceasing to exist
Others argue that there is a limited time of punishment and then an end to existence
And there are a range of other views as well

And there are people whom I respect greatly and whose wisdom and insights I really
appreciate who would hold to each of these views and argue them from a close reading of
Scripture.
And one of the most useful comments I have read about this is from Tom Wright, who after
spending some time writing about this issue says:
“The last thing I want is for anyone to suppose that I (or anyone else) know very much about
all this”

Tom Wright, Surprised by Hope (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2007),
195.
And he’s not being flippant about it – he has just been writing seriously and reflectively on
it, but he recognises the limits of our knowledge in this area.
We don’t know fully what this means, we look from a distance and gaze into the darkness
and wonder what is there.
But we do get a very real sense that, one day, God will act in judgment and will restore his
creation and those who have rejected him will not be part of that. And this should cause us
to stop and ponder and weep and pray.

16.5 Reflecting and responding
I believe that one of the reasons why there are so many accounts and references
throughout Revelation to the defeat of the systems that opposed God’s people was to bring
comfort and assurance to those in the early churches who first received their letters and
these accounts. It would have told them that they were on the winning side and that, one
day, those who opposed them would be removed forever never to trouble them again – and
they would be perfectly united with Jesus.
And as we live and work and witness in a dark and difficult world we can have this
confidence too – and over the next few weeks we will see more of what that really means.
But it would also have served as a reminder that everyone needs to be given an opportunity
to respond to Christ so that they too can enter into the blessings which he offers and not
end up excluded from God’s presence forever.
And my prayer is that this is our response too, even if we don’t understand all of the details.
That as we have reflected on the final destiny of those outside of Christ we are challenged
and motivated and encouraged with a fresh urgency to pray, to witness, to seek to point
people to Jesus and to introduce Him to them.
Let’s not try and take on more than is our responsibility – it is God who saves though faith in
Jesus and the work of His Spirit – but we are called to pray and to witness and let’s be
willing to gladly work with God in what He is doing.

17 New Jerusalem (Rev 21:1-21)
This is a wonderful story of God putting everything right and of a new creation bursting
forth to restore, to refresh, to heal.
When looking at Revelation it is tempting to jump to here and focus on the wonderful future
in store for us – but it has been important to work through what has come before to get a
sense of what God is doing, to understand something of the challenges and trials that we
will face, to gain a sense of the enormity of the change that is ahead.
And this week and next we’re going to have a look at what the future holds as God makes
everything new again (Rev 21:5).
Often at Messy Church there is an opportunity for children to make models out of Play-Doh
and they each come along and produce some amazing shapes. And then the next one comes
along and rolls it all up and starts over again. It is fresh, it is new, it is different. But it is still
being made out of the same materials.
And there is something similar going on here.
John sees “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev 21:1) – needed because the first ones have
“passed away” (Rev 21:1).
And this is not a new idea but the culmination of a long process.
Genesis 1:1 tells us that “in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” and it
was good and it was perfect – but we know that humanity spoilt it and damaged it and,
since then, God has been working towards a recreation.
In Isaiah God promises that one day this will happen:
“See, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered,
nor will they come to mind. (Isaiah 65:17)
Jesus recognised that this would happen – and that only things of God are permanent and
will last:
Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. (Mark 13:31)
And Paul recognised that the world was passing away:
those who use the things of the world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its
present form is passing away. (1 Corinthians 7:31)
But Paul also suggests that creation is going to be “restored”:
that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the
freedom and glory of the children of God. (Romans 8:21)

So the new will retain some of the old but will be totally transformed and reframed and
repaired. This is the end-goal towards which God has been working and which has been
made possible through the redemptive work of Jesus Christ. This is the “big picture” that
God has been working on.
And then some poetically wonderful terms are used to describe the people of God, the
church, and what is in store for them, for us. They are referred to as “the Holy City, the New
Jerusalem” (Rev 20:2,10) and a bride (Rev 21:2, 9) which we saw earlier (Rev 19:7-8).
Jerusalem was the place where God had chosen to “put his name” (1 Kings 11:36) – the
place that would be the centre of His presence and work on earth, the place where He
would meet with His people. It had been a place of worship, a place of conflict, a place of
crucifixion and resurrection. It was now time for it to be restored and to, once again, be the
place where God would be with His people (Rev 21:3).
And the picture of the bride speaks of intimacy and closeness and love – and we will be
presented to God as those whom His Son died for and loves and we will be welcomed in His
presence.
And one of the key things to note is that the city comes “down out of heaven from God”
(Rev 21:2,10). And we get the sense of something coming out of heaven, the place where
God lives and reigns and rules, and coming down to the new earth and that this will be the
place where God’s people live and where God will be with them (Rev 21:3).
So, as we saw last week, when Christians die today we, as spirit, go to be with God. In this
future we have to look forward to, in the resurrected bodies which will be given us we will
be in this Holy City, we will be part of this Holy City, in the newly created earth, the restored
creation.
And again, Revelation is using pictures to display and communicate things that we can’t fully
understand but this is the sense of what is going on.
And we are told some amazing things about this new heaven and new earth:




God will be among us and with us (Rev 21:3) – the depth of relationship we will be
able to experience with God will be greater and wider and fuller and longer than
anything we have experienced or are able to imagine. No longer marred by our sin,
no longer tainted with our failures and mistakes, no longer with our imperfect
understanding of God but with a deeper and fuller vision of who He really is.
He will wipe away every tear (Rev 21:4) – with all the reasons for sorrow (including
death, mourning, crying and pain – Rev 21:4) – having disappeared and gone away
for good. I think this is something we can think about but not really understand what
it will be like. The reality of death, of grief, of sorrow are things that we always carry
with us. The memory of past pain, the experience of current pain is difficult to
ignore. And these things can easily drag us down but they will be gone and will not
be remembered.
A young child falls down and hurts himself and he runs crying to his mother who



sweeps him up and comforts him and dries his tears and his pain is forgotten. But his
mother knows that he will be hurt again and all she can do is to continue to be there
for him. And she knows that there are hurts he will experience that she won’t be
able to deal with so easily. In this wonderful future, as God wipes away our tears, we
can be confident that the pains and fears which produce them will never return.
God will give water to the thirsty (Rev 21:6) – needs will be met, desires will be
satisfied, poverty will be gone – and this will be freely available.

And then John is taken away to a mountain to see this wonderful city coming down from
God, from heaven, and gets to understand much more of what it looks like, how big it is,
what it is made of. And, again, this tells us some wonderful things about the place where we
will dwell, the people that we will be.





It shone with God’s glory (Rev 21:11) – it will be a place which reflects who God is
and reminds us that we will be transformed and perfected when we see Jesus
Gates and foundations
o It has twelve gates (protected by angels) with each gate being named for one
of the tribes of Israel (as in Ezekiel 48:31-34). Each gate is a pearl (Rev 21:21)
speaking of the value and beauty of God’s glorified people
o And it has twelve foundations named for the twelve apostles (Rev 21:14)
o Together they represent God’s people through the ages and we are included
in that number
It is a cube and it is huge! Our Bibles speak of 12,000 stadia (Rev 21:16) which is
about 1,400 miles. And it is this in each direction. This is about the same distance as
from London to Ukraine or London to Greece. And, as usual, we shouldn’t take this
as a literal number
o The 12,000 stadia again picks up the number 12 – linking back to the apostles
and the tribes
o The perimeter of a city this size would include the known world at that time
(from the perspective of the people to whom John was writing) so could be
taken to indicate all of redeemed humanity
o The shape of a cube reminds us of the description of the “Holy of Holies” at
the centre of the temple that Solomon built which was a cube of about 9
metres on each side (1 Kings 6:20). This was the place where God would be,
this was the place that people had to stay away from due to fear (with only
the High Priest going in once a year). But into this new cube, God’s people are
freely welcome and will meet with their God.

What should we make of all these pictures, how should we interpret what God is going to
do?
I want to suggest four things:

1. God hasn’t given up on his creation but is “making everything new” (Rev 21:5)
There will be nothing left untouched by this transformation, nothing that is tarnished
will not be cleaned, everything that is broken will be restored. There may be things
we have given up on but God is not giving up on his creation and neither should we
as we look forward to the time when everything is going to become new. You can go
down to the shops, or get something on the Internet, described as “good as new”.
But this won’t be “good as new”, it will be new, it will be unused, it will be perfect.
2. There will come a time when he will completely restore it – it will “be done” (Rev
21:6)
God has appointed a day when he will say these words – when he will say “It is
done” and it will be finally and completely done. When Jesus died on the cross he
cried out the words “It is finished” (John 19:30) and his work to defeat sin and death
and hell was finished, he had done absolutely everything that was necessary. But, as
we have seen over the past few months, these evil forces are still struggling on (even
though they are defeated) but at this future time the work of re-creation (which
Jesus started on the cross) will be done
3. We will be part of the new creation that God is making
We will be God’s people (Rev 21:3), God will dwell among us (Rev 21:3), we will
enjoy the closeness of being the “bride, the wife of the Lamb” (Rev 21:9), we will be
living in this city of all the redeemed who have ever lived or will live.
4. In this new creation – God will “be their God” (Rev 21:3)
Nothing will distract, nothing will get in the way, no-one will take the place that God
should have.

And as we wait, how much are we prepared to go along with God in what he is doing? How
much are we willing to live as people who will be part of this amazing future?
1. Are we prepared for God, through the power of His Spirit, to make us new each day?
To deal with the brokenness and the hurt and to be restored
2. Are we living in the reality that Jesus has dealt with our sin and that we have total
confidence that we are His and that there is nothing more that needs to be done?
Are we prepared to trust that he will defeat the evil forces which come against us
and to live confidently, trusting in Him?
3. Are we living as those who are preparing for being “the bride of Christ”? Are we
planning and preparing to move into this wonderful city when it is available?
4. Each day, as we wait, are we recognising that God is “our God” and do we allow this
to change us as we seek to live for Him?

18 God and the Lamb with His people
18.1 Introduction
Last week we were thinking about the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, the bride of Christ –
descriptions of what the church will be, where the church will be when God finishes the
work of re-creation.
This week we are given another glimpse into what it will be like and this is presented from
two different perspectives – what won’t be there and what will be there. Each of these are
important and we’re going to look at them separately and then think about what they,
together, are telling us.

18.2 What is absent
There were probably many things which John didn’t see in the city as he looked into it but
he chose to comment on some very specific ones and they tell us a lot about what is going
on. He tells us that:
Absent from the city

Reference

There is no temple

Rev 21:22

No need for the sun or moon

Rev 21:23, 22:5

Gates won’t be shut

Rev 21:25

No night

Rev 21:25, 22:5

Nothing impure in it

Rev 21:27

No curse

Rev 22:3

We look at these and see an interesting combination – some of these missing things we
would think of as good things with the temple being the place where people meet with God
and the sun as essential for life while some we would recognise as bad such as impurity and
the curse.
So why are these absent, why does John speak about them?
The temple was the place which, under the religious system of the Old Testament, was the
place where God would meet with his people and where God’s people would meet with
him. And while it was a place of worship and of celebration it was also a place of separation
that continually reminded God’s people of their sin and their need for forgiveness and the
buffer that was necessary between them and God. As they came and sacrificed and gazed
towards the holy place of God’s presence there was a recognition that sin had damaged
their relationship with God and this resulted in a need for distance. I have stood outside
Buckingham Palace and looked through the gates and recognised that there is a separation
between me and the Royal Family. People go on tours to look at the inside but I doubt that

they find themselves walking through the Queen’s private sitting room and stopping to have
afternoon tea with her. There is separation but, in this new city, it will be gone and we will
meet with God.
The sun and the moon had been created by God to “separate the day from the night” and to
“give light on the earth” (Gen 1:14-15). It was seen as a good part of God’s creation (Gen
1:18) so why are they no longer necessary? And the answer seems to be that they are being
replaced by God himself with God’s glory giving it light and the Lamb acting as its lamp (Rev
21:23). No longer are created things necessary to bring light to God’s people, God himself
will be doing that personally. And this is a fulfilment of a promise that God made to his
people as he spoke about restoring the city of Jerusalem - The sun will no more be your light
by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine on you, for the LORD will be your everlasting
light, and your God will be your glory. (Isaiah 60:19)
The gates of the city will never be shut. In those days, cities had walls and gates for
protection with the gates being used to keep out enemy forces or anyone else you didn’t
want in the city. But here, with God’s rule as absolute with nothing and no one left to
oppose him or his people the gates could stay open all the time and people could stream
into the city to bless it. This is a further fulfilment of the words spoken about the restoration
of Jerusalem towards the end of Isaiah. Your gates will always stand open, they will never be
shut, day or night, so that men may bring you the wealth of the nations— their kings led in
triumphal procession. (Isaiah 60:11). A sign of complete vindication and restoration.
There is no night - night was the period of darkness and often carries with it the implication
of a time when bad things are done. Jesus spoke about the night as a time when people
couldn’t do any work (John 9:4) and when they stumble because they have no light (John
11:10). When we were on holiday in the Isle of Skye recently it was strange as it never really
got at dark even at 3am in the morning. You could look out of the window and see clearly
and this absence of night will ensure that things are always visible and so doesn’t provide a
space for bad things to happen.
There is nothing impure in it – nothing to spoil the wonder of this re-created universe,
nothing that will be out of place, nothing that will offend. We know that in the first creation,
the serpent came along, deceived Adam & Eve and led them into sin. We know that there
are many ways people find to do wrong today and to stain their lives and the lives of those
around them. But here, nothing impure will be allowed and the city will be kept safe from
any hint of sin or wrongdoing.
And the curse is gone. After Adam & Eve had disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden God
acted in judgment and he spoke a curse over the ground:
To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I
commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ “Cursed is the ground because of you; through
painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. (Genesis 3:17b)
And since that time on there are many instances of people coming under a curse:






Cain for killing his brother (Gen 4:11)
Canaan for the way he had disgraced his father (Gen 9:25)
Warnings of curses for those who disobeyed God’s commands (Deut 27:15)
The people of Israel as they were not giving God what he deserved (Mal 3:9)

The first curse spoken was towards the serpent (Gen 3:14) and as part of that God looked
forward to a time when the offspring of the woman would “crush his head” (Gen 3:15)
which is what Jesus did when he died on the cross. And because of that sacrifice, in this holy
city all remnants of the curse on the world will be gone and it will be restored and whole
once again.
So these are the things that are missing – things that obscure and get in the way of our
relationship with God. And these things will be gone.

18.3 What is present
There were some things which John choose to comment on as being in the city. He speaks
about:
Present in the city

Reference

God and the Lamb

Rev 21:22, 23

The river of the water of life

Rev 22:1

The tree of life

Rev 22:2

The throne of God and the Lamb

Rev 22:1, 3

As we saw earlier – thinking about the absence of the temple, the sun and the moon – God
and His Son are in the city. They are the ones who provide that place for meeting with God
directly, they are the ones who provide light, they are the ones who are its glory. And its
interesting that in these verses the only title used to refer to Jesus is “the Lamb”. The first
time we are introduced to this term in Revelation is in Rev 5:6 where he is standing at the
centre of the throne of God, looking as if it had been slain. And throughout the rest of the
book we see worked out the implications and the consequences of this willing sacrifice that
Jesus made. In Revelation 5 the throne, God and the Lamb were in heaven. Here, in
Revelation 21&22 they are in the city, among his people where his people will serve him
(Rev 22:4)
There is the “river of the water of life” – it comes from the throne of God and it is as clear as
crystal. A sense of purity, a promise of life, a promise of plenty. Jesus, when he was here on
earth, spoke about being able to provide living water (John 4:10), spoke about providing
water that would well up inside people (John 4:14) and that “rivers of living water” would
flow from those who believed in him (John 7:38). And here we see the working out of that,
the fulfilment of that promise, that all we need for life itself is coming directly from God and
from His Son.

And the tree of life is there. And again our thoughts are taken back to Genesis 2 & 3 as this
tree was in the Garden where God placed Adam (Gen 2:9). After he had disobeyed God, God
determined that it would have been wrong for Adam to eat from the tree of life in his fallen
state so he needed to be banished from the garden (Gen 3:22-23) and so access to this
wonderful source of life was lost. We saw a promise of it returning earlier in Revelation as
Jesus writes to the church at Ephesus where he promises the “right to eat from the tree of
life which is in the paradise of God” to those who are victorious (Rev 2:7). And here this
promise is fulfilled – the tree is back, it is in the city bearing great crops of fruit and leaves
for healing.
As we have frequently seen these visions link back to earlier ones and in this case it is to
Ezekiel where he had been speaking about his vision of a restored temple including a river
flowing out of it and he says:
Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not wither, nor
will their fruit fail. Every month they will bear, because the water from the sanctuary flows to
them. Their fruit will serve for food and their leaves for healing.” (Ezekiel 47:12)
In Ezekiel’s time there would be a need for ongoing healing, here in Revelation it is a one-off
event as we know that once people are there there will be no more crying or pain or tears.
And the fruit signifies ongoing provision for the needs of God’s people.
So we are starting to get a picture of the restoration of Eden, the paradise that God had
provided for humanity to live in – but no longer a small garden as part of the earthly
creation it will now cover the entire area of the new creation. And this must have been
God’s original intention – as the people were to “be fruitful” and to “fill the earth” (Gen
1:28) so must the garden in which they were living have grown to accommodate them and
so God’s blessing would have spread across all of the earth.
And when God called Abram he called him to be a blessing to all people on the earth (Gen
12:3) but he failed to achieve this. And we see this pattern repeated throughout the history
of God’s people until Jesus came and did what was necessary for God’s blessing to be
poured out. And here in Revelation 22 we see the culmination of that as paradise is restored
and once again God is dwelling amongst his people.

18.4 Implications for God’s people
And, in this new paradise, in this restored creation, we are told some things about God’s
servants, his people.
God’s servants

Reference

Will serve Him

Rev 22:3

Will see His face

Rev 22:4

Have His name on their foreheads

Rev 22:4

Will reign for ever and ever

Rev 22:5

We, as God’s redeemed and glorified people, will serve God. Not with all the limitations with
which we seek to serve God today but fully and completely and without any distraction. The
privilege of service will be multiplied and extended as we serve the One who loved us and
died for us.
We will see his face – this is something which just wasn’t possible because of our sin and the
holiness of God. Three of the early followers of Jesus came close when they were with him
on a mountain and he was transfigured before them so that his face “shone like the sun”
(Matt 27:2). But then we will be able to gaze into God’s face and rejoice in who He is.
We will have his name in our foreheads – which takes us back to Rev 14:1 which speaks
about those people who God recognises as His, those people who are part of his family.
And, in some amazing way, we will join with Jesus in reigning and ruling over this restored
creation just as was promised in Rev 5:10 where the redeemed people of God were spoken
of as a “kingdom and priests”:
You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on
the earth.” (Revelation 5:10)
So our destiny is to be with God, to see God, to serve Him and to reign as part of his
kingdom.
And all of these things we have seen speak about a restoration of things to how God
intended them



an intimacy where we can be with God just as God came down to walk with Adam
and Eve in the garden (Gen 3:8)
and a job to do, just as the first people were told to subdue the earth and to rule
over it (Gen 1:28)

and there are many details of what this will mean that still need to be revealed – but it is a
wonderful promise that God will put things right and we shall continue to live out our calling
to be with Him, to serve Him and to take authority over his creation

19 Epilogue
And so, after four and a half months, we come to the end of this amazing book.
We have been granted access to:








Wonderful and powerful visions of Jesus in his resurrected glory and power
A snapshot of what was going on in seven churches at the time, the challenges they
were facing, the mistakes they were making and the things they were getting right
A look into God’s throne room at some of the awesome things that are going on
there
Many different ways of looking at what is going on in the world, the way the church
should expect to be persecuted and how it should persevere because of Jesus and
what God has in store for us
Certain knowledge that the forces of evil will eventually be dealt with and banished
never to return again
A glimpse of what the future holds for the people of God

And as John draws his letter to a close, as we draw our study of it to a close, what thoughts
should we keep at the centre of our attention, how should we be changed as a result of the
things we have seen as we have explored this book together? What would those early
believers have heard as they listened to the final words of the letter that had been sent to
them, these words which are described here as “trustworthy and true” (Rev 22:6)
And it’s difficult to miss a statement that is repeated three times – “I am coming soon” (Rev
22:7, 12, 20) – a promise of Jesus to his people.
Thinking about this phrase I am aware that there are many different ways that it could be
said and many different ways in which it could be received.
1. A businesswoman having been abroad for an extended business trip arrives back at
the airport and calls her husband to tell him that she will soon be home. And in that
there is a sense of desire to be together again, a sense of excitement, a sense of
something missing being restored
2. A mountain rescue expert sees someone clinging to a ledge on the side of a
mountain and calls out to tell him that he is coming. There is a sense of hope, the
promise of rescue, the realisation that someone is there to help
3. A criminal phones someone up to threaten them and to tell them that he is “coming
for you”. Here there is a sense of peril, a sense of danger, a warning
4. A parent sees her young child fall over and not get up and she calls out to say that
she is coming to help. And in that, there is a message of love, a message of care, a
message of protection
5. The chief executive of a business calls one of her offices and says she is going to
come and visit them tomorrow. And there is a sense of urgency that everything
needs to be right and that she won’t find anything she isn’t pleased with

6. And we could probably think of a few more
I wonder what those first believers heard in this statement of Jesus and I wonder what
responses it generated. And I wonder what we hear in this statement of Jesus and what
responses it causes in us. Following each statement is a clue as to what sort of response is
expected and we’ll look at each of them in turn to see what is being asked of us, what is
expected of us, how we are encouraged to respond.

19.1 The imminent return?
But first we need to think about the question which this statement “Look, I am coming
soon” raises – because on the face of it, it hasn’t happened. Nearly 2,000 years have elapsed
and Jesus hasn’t returned. So how should we understand this?
One thing to note is that there are various times in the letter where Jesus speaks about
coming to his churches:





To Ephesus he speaks about coming to remove their lampstand if they don’t repent
(Rev 2:5)
To Pergamum he speaks about coming to fight with those who were promoting false
teaching (Rev 2:16)
To Sardis he speaks about “coming as a thief” if they didn’t wake up (Rev 3:3)
To Laodicea he spoke to anyone who opened the door to him about coming in and
eating with them (Rev 3:20)

So there is a sense in which Jesus is always and continuously coming to his churches,
walking among them, caring for them, challenging them, leading them on.
But the full focus of these statements here are about the return of Christ to the whole
world, when he will restore, when he will be fully united with his church. And here Peter’s
words are important:
But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years,
and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some
understand slowness. Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but
everyone to come to repentance. (2 Peter 3:8–9)
God’s timing is different to ours – and he is patiently waiting giving people the opportunity
to repent and to turn to him. And, in the time of his choosing, Jesus will return.
I think the challenge that we are intended to take away from these statements is that we
should always be living as though his return was imminent, as those who want to be ready
for his return. It reminds me of the story Jesus told about ten women who were waiting for
a bridegroom and five were prepared while five were not (Matthew 25:1-13) where Jesus
calls on people to “keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour” (Matthew
25:13). And so we are each called to be prepared for the return of Jesus whenever it actually
comes.

And in that sense, these final verses have three things to say to us.
19.1.1 Keeping the words (Rev 22:7-11)
As we live in anticipation of the return of Christ we are called to keep the words we have
heard and to not seal them up.
Keeping them results in blessing (Rev 22:7). Here the churches are being encouraged to
respond positively to the challenges and encouragement of Jesus in Rev 2-3, and to see
these words as the means of knowing how to keep away from the evil forces that have so
much influence in in the world.
This isn’t a new idea – Ps 119:1 tells us that Blessed are those whose ways are blameless,
who walk according to the law of the LORD. (Psalm 119:1). This is the way to fullness of life
and blessing.
The words are to be kept open (Rev 20:10) – they are to be read and reflected on and
understood, not hidden away and ignored. One of the mistakes that the people of Israel
made is that they lost the book of the law and when they found it and read it they realised
how far they had drifted away from God’s plan for them and they realised that they were
heading for judgment (2 Kings 22:8-20). We have the privilege of having God’s word freely
available to us and it is important that we read it, struggle with it, try to understand it and
apply it. It is true for Revelation and it is true for the whole Bible
A choice as to how we live is put before us – right and holy versus wrong and vile – and it is
by keeping these words open and in our minds that we will be able to live as Jesus is calling
us to.
19.1.2 Living for our future (Rev 22:12-19)
And as we live in anticipation of the return of Christ we are called to recognise that, when
he comes, he will bring rewards with him and he will distribute these rewards based on
what people have done, how they have lived their lives for him (Rev 22:12).
Many people struggle with this idea, the idea of getting rewards from Jesus, the idea of the
things we do affecting our status in eternity. We speak about, and believe, that we are
saved from sin totally by faith in Jesus and not due to anything we can do and that is true.
But this passage – and others throughout the New Testament – do speak about a reward for
God’s people and that this reward will be determined based on how we have lived out our
lives after being brought to faith.
And Jesus says that he is able to give out these rewards because of who he is – the one who
has always been and the one who will always be, the one who was there at the beginning
and the one who will be there at the end (Rev 22:13). He has that supreme position, he
knows all things, he is God and so what he does will be right and just.
And, as we prepare for our future, there are three things that we are called to do:

1. To wash our robes (Rev 22:14) – a call for holiness, about living lives of righteousness
enabled by the power of the Spirit within us. A call to live lives that are clean and
pure
2. To say “Come” (Rev 22:17) – along with the Spirit of God we, as the bride of Christ,
are called to invite people to come and join the family of God, to welcome others
into what we are and what we are experiencing, to speak about and to show the
fulfilment and refreshment that can be found in Jesus
3. To recognise the completeness of God’s revelation to us and to hold it tight (Rev
22:18-19). These words are to be recognised as the complete word of God to which
we don’t need to add anything or remove anything (Rev 22:18-19) with severe
consequences for those who do. Sometimes there can be a temptation to remove –
or at least ignore – parts of this book which we don’t like or understand, sometimes
there can be a temptation to try and add to it to make the message more appealing.
But this is what God has given us and we are called to be faithful to it
As we wait we are called to hold on to the truths of God that he has shown us, to seek to
live lives that are holy and to invite others to be part of what God is doing
19.1.3 Hoping for the return (Rev 22:20-21)
And as we live in anticipation of the return of Christ we are called to recognise that this is
the moment that all of creation is waiting for and we should be wishing his return to be
soon.
And that raises a challenging question – are there things in our lives that we wouldn’t want
him to see when he returns? If so, is this holding us back on looking forward with hope and
expectation and do we need to do something about it?






As the husband hears his wife’s voice on the phone announcing her imminent return
are there things that he needs to clear up and tidy away before she gets there? Or
can he say with meaning and conviction that he cannot wait until she gets home?
As the people in the office hear that their boss is coming do they look forward to
spending time with her or do they realise that there are things they have been doing
that she will not be pleased with? Or can they say with confidence that she will be
pleased with what she finds?
Will the person on the ledge feel ashamed for the silly mistake that caused him to
fall in the first place and so need to be rescued? Or does he just rejoice that
someone is there and looks forward to being safe?

Are we living our lives in such a way, are we focusing on what Jesus wants of us, that we can
say totally whole-heartedly that we are looking forward to his return?
Or are there things which are taking that place of priority in our lives which makes us hope
for him to stay away a little longer?

Let’s be people who are so caught up in Jesus that we live looking forward joyfully to that
moment when we will see him, when all pain will be gone and our struggles of this life will
be over.

19.2 The grace (Rev 22:21)
And the letter ends with a benediction, some simple words of blessing:
“The grace of the Lord Jesus be with God’s people” (Rev 22:21)
The people who heard this letter first still lived in their towns and cities, still met together as
groups of believers, still had to face challenges and difficulties. They had a deeper
understanding of what was ahead – both in terms of the difficulties of this life and the way
in which God would make everything right. And they hear these words of blessing – of
wishing that they each one experience the grace that can be found in Jesus Christ, the grace
that is shown in all that Jesus has done. Yes, there will be challenges but we can face them if
we do so from an experience of knowing the grace of God in our lives.
And as we, in turn, have heard these words and reflected on them so the blessing extends
to each of us. That as we have read, reflected and wrestled with what is happening and
what will happen, as we have gained a glimpse behind the curtain of what is going on in the
world and how it will be wonderfully transformed so we too can live in the reality of the
grace of Jesus Christ who has done all that is necessary for us and will keep us close unto the
end.
Someone commenting on this verse says this:
With this the book of Revelation is complete. It has served to inform the readers of
that day (and all subsequent time) that God is sovereign and that his eternal plan for
the human race will in fact be carried through. During the interim there will be
hostility and opposition, but what he has decreed must of necessity come to pass.
People will be faced with the crucial decision of pledging their allegiance to the beast
(and hence to Satan himself) or to the Lamb. Those who choose to wear the mark of
the beast will ultimately share his fate. The great city Babylon will fall. Those who
choose to follow the Lamb, who bears the marks of redemptive sacrifice, will
ultimately be brought into eternal fellowship with God in the New Jerusalem. The
end of all things has been laid bare before the readers of Revelation. All uncertainty
regarding the eschaton (return of Christ) has been removed. Believers are
encouraged to remain faithful to their trust and wait expectantly for the return of
Christ, who will forever put away all evil and usher in the eternal state of
blessedness. “Amen. Come Lord Jesus.”
Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (The New International Commentary on the New
Testament; Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1997), 411.
How will we respond?

